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my success. And for that, thank you.  
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dissertation. Without knowing it, you have helped me talk through my work and come to new 
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 This research study sought to better understand the lived experience of People of Color 
(POC) professionals that work in the museum field. While museums have increased the emphasis 
diversity, equity, access, and inclusion (DEAI), I have personally experienced marginalization 
stemming from the operational norms, values, and attitudes that are prevalent in the museum 
field. Moreover, colleagues in my network that identify as POC have experienced similar 
phenomenon. The goal of this study is to develop a theory of these professional’s experiences 
and to create a better understanding of how museums can address oppressive practices to create 
more inclusive and equitable spaces. This study relied on personal interviews with POC museum 
professionals that agreed to share their experiences and perceptions of the ideology of museums. 
I then draw on principles of critical theory and organizational development to present a theory 
that addresses the misalignment between the museum fields desired inclusion of POC museum 
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Museums are elitist organizations that have, over time, developed exclusionary practices. 
As a result, despite repeated calls for increased diversity and inclusion of Black, Indigenous, and 
People of Color (POC), there is a lack of representation in professional staff positions in 
museums. Projects like Museums and Race (Museums and Race: Transformation and Justice, 
2019) and Museums As Sites for Social Action (MASS Action) (MASS Action - Museums As 
Sites for Social Action, 2016) have recently begun to consider questions of transformation, 
justice, and reform in museums. As a founding participant of both groups, I am aware that both 
projects recognize that the lack of representation of POC museum professionals is often due to 
museums internalizing systemic practices and norms that exclude those outside the dominant 
culture and have called for internal institutional change. However, to my knowledge, and based 
on my research, there have been no studies to date that have investigated the reasons for this lack 
of representation of POC museum professionals.  
Background 
In response to these repeated calls for more diversity of museum professionals, there is a 
growing emphasis on increasing the number of POC museum professionals. Member 
organizations such as the American Alliance of Museums (AAM) have called for more diversity 
within the staff ranks through several publications. Published over 30 years ago, Museums for 
New Century: A Report of the Commission on Museums for a New Century states, “We strongly 
believe the museum community must address the underrepresentation of minorities in the 
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museum work more generally” (1984, p. 84) highlighting a need to increase diversity amongst 
professional staff. In 1992, AAM again made a plea for more diversity in “Excellence and 
Equity: Education and the Public Dimension of Museums,” which set forth 10 recommendations 
for museums to truly achieve their potential as public institutions. Recommendation 8 in the 
report states, “If museums are to be welcoming places for people of different racial, ethnic, 
social, economic, and educational backgrounds…they must recruit, hire or select, and foster 
professional growth of trustees, staff, and volunteers who reflect diverse audiences and multiple 
perspectives” (1992). In 2002, “Mastering Civic Engagement: A Challenge to Museums” called 
upon museums to increase their role as civic organizations. The report identified the lack of 
diversity within museum staff acts as a barrier to public trust as communities lack trust in 
museums that present their stories without representation of people from that community (2002). 
The report also implied that museum staff are often reluctant to do the type of critical, self-
reflective work necessary to understand many of the issues that are causing the lack of staff 
diversity (American Association of Museums, 2002). 
 Despite these calls for action, museums remain homogenous environments. A 2010 
report by the Center for the Future of Museums presents a disconnect between the demographic 
shifts in the United States and museums. While the growth of non-white populations is steadily 
and rapidly increasing, participation of people of color in museums remains disproportionately 
low (Center for the Future of Museums, 2010). More recently, a 2015 report outlining survey 
results with art museums in the United States showed that 28% of staff in art museums represent 
historically underrepresented groups, even though these groups make up 38% of the country’s 
population (Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, 2016). Further analysis shows that “the job 
categories most closely associated with the intellectual and educational mission of museums, 
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including those of curators, conservators, educators, and leadership (from director and chief 
curator to head of education or conservation)” are further dominated by White, non-Hispanic 
professionals who make up 84% of those positions (2016). Lonnie Bunch III, Secretary of the 
Smithsonian Institution writes,  
The limited minority presence in the professional ranks of America's cultural institutions 
is a sad comment on the museum profession's inability to create a permanent workforce 
that reflects the diversity of this nation. It dramatically reveals the great chasm between 
the profession's stated ideals and its daily practices and priorities. (Bunch III L. G., 2010, 
pp. 105-106). 
Bunch calls out museums for the long history of scholarship related to increasing diversity in 
museums and the lack of tangible action in doing so. Bunch goes on to say that museums tend to 
do well in responding to crisis, except for the crisis related to the lack of diverse staff in 
museums. He asks, “[w]hy is there a lack of will that is inconsistent with the manner in which 
the profession usually faces a crisis? What is it that makes progress in this area so incremental 
and so glacial” (2010, p. 107)?  
 Often, the excuse given for low numbers of diverse museum professionals is a lack of 
interest by people that represent racial and ethnic identities to work in museums. Bunch argues 
against this excuse. He writes, “It is a fallacy to think that there are not significant numbers of 
African Americans, Latinos, American Indians, and Asian Americans who care passionately 
about art, history, and science, and who would work, gladly, in cultural institutions” (2010, pp. 
108-109). For many of the people that have these cultural identities, they do not see themselves 
represented in museums, or when their cultures are represented, they are interpreted for them by 
people who have, at best, a second-hand understanding of the culture interpreted, and at worst, 
little to no understanding (Ames, 2012).  
Training programs for museum professionals are another avenue failing to create 
diversity within the professional ranks of museums. Studies show that 80% of students enrolled 
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in training programs are white (Center for the Future of Museums, 2010; Bunch III, 2010; Ivy, 
2016). Overwhelmingly, museum studies programs are accessible only to those that have the 
means to pay for school, whether that means access to independent resources or the ability to 
incur and pay off school loans (Ivy, 2016). Dr. Nicole Ivy states, “If the cost of admission to the 
field remains out of reach for workers who aren’t overwhelmingly white and female, then 
diversity becomes an empty goal” (2016).  
 In addition, the path to becoming a museum professional often requires completing 
unpaid internships. This traditional practice continues to serve those who are financially able to 
contribute time and work for free, continuing to uphold the status quo of homogeneity in the 
museum field. What begins to emerge is the recognition that museums are privileged institutions, 
elitist institutions that require systemic change to achieve espoused goals of becoming more 
inclusive, diverse, and equitable institutions.  
Significance 
 
Gaining a deeper understanding of how POC museum professionals experience white 
normativity when working in museums helps the museum field better understand how to develop 
a work environment that is better suited to attract and retain a more diverse workforce (Ferdman, 
2014). In response to recent demographic trends, organizations of all types are emphasizing 
diversity in hiring practices (Ferdman, 2014; Bush & Peters, 2016). The United States Census 
Bureau predicts the U.S. population will shift to “majority-minority” by 2044, with an increase 
in total population from 38% in 2014 to 56% in 2060 (United States Census Bureau, 2015). As 
the workforce of the United States becomes more diverse (Buckley & Bachman, 2017), it is 
critical for organizations to increase diversity in their organizations.  
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 The business case for hiring a more diverse workforce is clear. Organizations that 
successfully diversify their staff gain a competitive advantage over organizations that are not 
successful. Cedric Herring writes that a more diverse workforce “is associated with increased 
sales revenue, more customers, greater market share, and greater relative profits” (2009, p. 219). 
Organizations with a racially diverse staff have a more positive brand awareness within 
communities of color. Herring cites research from Sen and Bhattacharya conducted in 2001 that 
shows that diversity influences consumer's perceptions and purchasing practices and a 1996 
study by Black, Mason, and Cole find that consumers have strong preferences to interact with 
employees that reflect their racial identity (Herring, 2009). Research also shows that a more 
racially diverse workforce increases the number of customers for that organization (Bourke, 
Smith, Stockton, & Wakefield, 2014; Herring, 2017). For museums and cultural organizations, 
broadening the customer base to include more racial diversity taps into markets that currently are 
not represented in the traditional museum audience. All of this adds up to more revenue for 
organizations that have a more diverse workforce. Herring writes, “that a diverse workforce is 
good for business, offering a direct return on investment and promising greater corporate profits 
and earnings” (2009, p. 219). Global management consultants from McKinsey & Company 
agree. Hunt, Layton, and Prince write, “there is a linear relationship between racial and ethnic 
diversity and better financial performance” (2015, p. 2).  
 While the economic impact of a diverse workforce is important for museums, the 
relevance of museums as societal institutions is also predicated on reaching a broader audience. 
As institutions that preserve culture and generate knowledge, the representation of multiple 
cultures to reflect the changing demographics of potential constituents is critical for museums to 
remain important and responsible societal institutions. A report by the American Alliance of 
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Museums’ Center for the Future of Museums, states, “it is strikingly clear that it is up to each 
museum to develop a nuanced understanding of its community and the very important 
differences - generational, political, historical, geographic and cultural - that exist within any 
labeled category” (2010, p. 6). The report goes on to breakdown the attendance at U.S. museums, 
reporting that non-Hispanic, White Americans are overrepresented at 78.9% (Center for the 
Future of Museums, 2010, p. 12).  
Core to the reasons for lack of attendance by people of color is the fact that museums 
have marginalized or exotified racial and ethnic culture since their inception (Center for the 
Future of Museums, 2010). Museum studies professor and independent consultant Marjorie 
Schwarzer illustrates one example of a common historical practice for museums. She writes, “the 
location of choice for many museums: public parks, most of which were off-limits to people of 
color. Other museums opened their doors to ‘colored’ visitors one day a week, but limited access 
to basic amenities, like restrooms. Even in northern museums that did not overtly abide by 
segregation laws, some museum guards refused entrance to Black visitors” (2006, p. 10). 
European Americans created museums, for European Americans. Eric Morse writes, “Museums 
created and maintained by European-Americans become places of white culture. This is part of 
the reason why there have been so many calls in our field for the diversification of museum 
professionals” (Morse, 2015). 
Purpose 
 
The purpose of this study will be to understand how museum professionals that identify 
as racially or ethnically diverse, experience the ideology of white normativity in the way 
museums function in the United States. White normativity is defined as the cultural norms and 
practices that make whiteness appear natural, normal, and right (Ward, 2008, p. 564).  
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Such perspectives view ‘white’ as a socially constructed category that refers not 
only to individuals who are coded white and the social and economic privileges 
granted to them but also to ways of thinking, knowing, and doing that naturalize 
whiteness and become embedded in social and institutional life (Ward, 2008) 
 
Increasing the number of emerging professionals of color and creating a greater number 
of culturally relevant programs and exhibitions are potential solutions, but the fundamental 
identity of museums as institutions is also problematic. The creation of museums in the United 
States by European Americans incorporated Western principles and standards within the core 
values, organizational culture, traditions, and best operating practices of museums (Morse, 
2015). Institutional bias is a social outcome advantage, documented at the institutional level, that 
favors some groups over other” (Jones, Dovidio, & Vietze, 2014, p. 328). Joseph Barndt states,  
Racism was ‘institutionalized’, that is, built into our institutions, from the very 
beginning. And the fact that our institutions are still practicing institutional racism 
is because the basic institutional design and structure have not changed. It was 
part of the original design and is still part of the continuing structure of our 
nation's institutions to benefit white Americans, to have the power to control the 
lives of people of color, and to be accountable to white people and not 
accountable to people of color (2007, pp. 151-152).  
   
The elitist nature of museums as organizations that have internalized bias and privilege 
shapes the organizational culture. Management consultant Edgar Schein writes,  
Culture is the shared tacit assumptions of a group that have been learned through coping 
with external tasks and dealing with internal relationships. Culture is, therefore, the 
product of social learning. Ways of thinking and behavior that are shared and that work 
become elements of the culture and, with continued success, become tacit assumptions 
about the way things are and ought to be. (The Corporate Culture Suvival Guide, 1999, p. 
217). 
The lack of diversity in museum staff, particularly at the leadership level, creates an 
organizational culture predicated on structural discrimination and institutional bias. It is built into 
the policies and practices that museum professionals recognize as “best practices” (Sue, 2010).  
While increasing the number of prospective museum professionals of color and changing hiring 
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practices to ensure they are being hired into professional positions are progress, addressing 
retention of museum professionals of color is key to increasing overall diversity in the field.  
Over the course of two centuries, museums in the United States have not only shaped 
culture but have had their culture shaped by the very norms they have helped to create. Elitism 
and the notion of the Ivory Tower have shaped the American museums. As institutions that 
function as an Ideological State Apparatus, museums contributed to creating and entrenching 
societal norms that have helped to institutionalize discrimination within society (Jung, 2014). In 
turn, museums normalized structural discrimination and whiteness within the culture of museums 
and the recognized best practices for museum professionals. This history, tradition, and culture 
of these institutions works to relegate any efforts aimed at hiring more professionals of color 
ineffective. Simply hiring more people of color without addressing the white normativity within 
these institutions increases the turnover rate of employees of color, but not the overall percentage 
(Sue, 2010). 
 Retention of POC museum employees is greatly increased when an organization creates 
and maintains an organizational culture of inclusion. As mentioned above, museums are placing 
more emphasis on inclusion, but that tends to manifest in programs, community engagement and 
mission statement, but not in the actual workplace (Center for the Future of Museums, 2010). 
Museum activists Rose Paquet Kinsley and Aletheia Wittman, co-founders of the Incluseum 
Blog, write, “Museums ought to look at issues that exist within their structures in addition to 
joining the fight for social justice outside their walls” (2016, p. 40). An inclusion effort in an 
organization must include creating a culture that embraces diversity to be successful. “Research 
suggests that current inclusion initiatives often implement formal inclusion (that is, 
"participation") without recognizing how that inclusion is predicated on assimilation. In response 
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to pressures to assimilate, individuals downplay their differences” (Bourke, Smith, Stockton, & 
Wakefield, 2014, p. 89). As evidenced by the lack of diversity within the museum field, simply 
hiring more people of color is not the answer.  
Museums must better understand their deeply embedded norms and values, referred to as 
ideology, and how that ideology serves to justify the existing system of beliefs and practices 
(Brookfield, 2004). Moreover, museums must understand the impact that this ideology of white 
normativity has on museum professionals of color. The purpose of this study is to better 
understand how museum professionals of color experience the ideology of white normativity in 
museums. Deepening the understanding of this impact can create a better understanding of 
solutions to increase levels of inclusion within organizational cultures. Increased perceptions of 
inclusion lead to more authenticity in the workplace for POC museum professionals that can help 
organizations fully realize the social and economic benefits of a more diverse workforce.  
Assumptions 
 
 In conducting this study, I am assuming that all participants will speak only about their 
personal experiences and observations of the museum field, or conversations they have had with 
other museum professionals who have conveyed direct knowledge of similar circumstances. In 
addition, I am assuming that type of museum (history, art, science, natural history, or children’s 
museums) does not play a factor in the experience of museum professionals of color. Similarly, 
the assumption is that size of museum will also not play a role in the outcome.  
Delimitations 
 
 Historically, it is my observation that the emphasis for more diversity in museums has 
centered on racial and ethnic diversity. Only within the last few years has more emphasis been 
placed on other dimensions of diversity (American Alliance of Museums, 2017). For the 
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purposes of this study, I have chosen to focus on racial and ethnic diversity. Based on my 
research, this tends to be the primary focus of most museums, even if other dimensions of 
diversity are highlighted as well.  
Limitations 
 
The definition of intersectionality is “the complex, cumulative way in which the effects 
of multiple forms of discrimination (such as racism, sexism, and classism) combine, overlap, or 
intersect especially in the experiences of marginalized individuals or groups” (Merriam-Webster, 
Inc., n.d.). While this study focuses on museum professionals that identify as racially or 
ethnically diverse, each individual inherently experiences a complex intersection of many 
identities. In addition to race and ethnicity, age, gender, level of ability, and sexual orientation 
are all identified as primary dimensions of diversity (LabCE, n.d.), each of which impacts the 
level of privilege an individual may experience. While the participants intersection of multiple 
identities may impact the study, it is not the intent of this study to explore primary dimensions of 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
Museums in the United States are, in many ways a reflection of society. As such, to fully 
examine the ways in which museum professionals of color experience the ideology of white 
normativity in museums, we must examine a number or societal and organizational constructs. In 
this chapter, I will examine museums through a critical lens, utilizing scholarship on institutional 
and modern forms of racism. The impact of racism in organizations is outlined in the formation 
of a culture of whiteness. When people of color operate within a culture of whiteness, it leads to 
oppression, exclusion, and various forms of racism, including microaggressions, perpetrated by 
the dominant group against the non-dominant group. The oppressed groups develop coping 
mechanisms like assimilation and code switching, which prevent them from being their authentic 
selves within the workplace.  An examination of critical race theory (CRT), critical human 
resource development theory (HRD), and whiteness studies help creates a better understanding 
of how an organization or consultant may begin to assess to raise awareness of the codified 
discrimination built into the everyday operations of organizations. In addition, concepts and 
frameworks outlining organizational culture, organizational justice, and inclusive organization 
development to begin to construct a framework to better analyze the lived experience of museum 
professionals of color.  
The Inclusive Organization 
 
 Diversity and inclusion efforts have evolved over time to move away from diversity, or 
representation of various groups and compliance, towards inclusion, the feeling of being 
included and valued within an organization (Ferdman, 2014; Winters, 2014; Wheeler, 2014; 
Wasserman, Gallegos, & Taylor, 2014). Early diversity work placed an emphasis on increasing 
diverse representation within the workforce, with little attention paid to much else (Ferdman, 
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2014). Diversity, by itself, does not “necessarily lead to more positive outcomes for groups and 
organizations” (Ferdman, 2014, p. 8). Diversity and inclusion practitioners began to realize that 
the organization, not just the individuals who worked there, needed to be the target of change to 
develop an inclusive organization (Wasserman, Gallegos, & Taylor, 2014; Jackson & Hardiman, 
1994). 
 Inclusion deals with the psychological experience of individuals within an organization, 
which is facilitated by the “behavior of those in contact with the individual…by the individual’s 
own attitudes and behavior, and by the values, norms, practices, and processes that operate in the 
individual’s organizational and society context” (Ferdman, 2014, p. 4). Inclusion focuses on 
organizational objectives that increase the participation of all individuals in the organization, as 
well as leverage the benefits of having a diverse workforce (Ferdman, 2014; Roberson & 
Stevens, 2006). Organizations that focus on inclusion reduce practices grounded in prejudice, 
discrimination, and oppression (Ferdman, 2014). These organizations develop positive practices 
that replace oppressive practices (Ferdman, 2014; Offerman & Basford, 2014; Kaplan & 
Donovan, 2013). 
 Ferdman writes, “Inclusion in work organizations is about creating work environments 
and processes that ‘work’ for everyone, across all types of differences, rather than ones that 
emphasize assimilation” (2014, p. 32). It involves being able to acknowledge and value diversity 
that benefits both individuals and the organization (Ferdman, 2014; Offerman & Basford, 2014; 
Wasserman, Gallegos, & Taylor, 2014; Winters, 2014). Inclusion encompasses all levels of the 
organization, including individuals, teams, and the organization as a whole (Kaplan & Donovan, 
2013; Ferdman, 2014). It includes the development of cognitive, affective, and behavioral 
development (Hayles, 2014), as well as embedding inclusion into the mission, values, policies, 
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and procedures of an organization (Ferdman, 2014; Jackson B. W., 2014; Jackson & Hardiman, 
1994; Kaplan & Donovan, 2013; Offerman & Basford, 2014). 
Racism 
 
 Racism has a long history in the United States. Beginning in the 17th century, legalized 
slavery existed in the United States until its abolishment with the adoption of the 13th 
Amendment in 1863 (History.com Editors, 2019). “In broad terms, racism is the individual, 
institutional, and cultural expression of the superiority of White Western cultural heritage over 
all non-White groups” (Sue, 2010, p. 120). Racism can be seen at three different levels: cultural, 
institutional, and individual (Sue, 2010; Dovidio & Gaertner, 2005; Barndt, 2007). The 
expression of cultural racism is evidenced in the uplifting of one group’s arts/crafts, traditions, 
language, religion, history, and values over other groups (Sue, 2010; Bonilla-Silva, 2006). 
Institutional racism can be found in institutional policies, practices, and structures of societal 
institutions such as governments, courts, schools, unions, law enforcement agencies, and 
museums (Sue, 2010; Barndt, 2007; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Racism on the individual level 
manifests as acts of prejudice and discrimination that can be overt or more subtle. Acts may be 
intentional, but often they are unintentional and unconscious acts that subordinate or oppress a 
person or group because of specific attributes such as color (Sue, 2010). Over the last part of the 
21st century, racism has transformed from more overt acts of prejudice and discrimination to 
highly disguised, hidden forms that lay outside of most dominant culture member’s conscious 
awareness. It is found in invisible assumptions and beliefs of individuals but is also embedded in 
the policies and structures of our institutions (Sue, 2010;Barndt, 2007; Dovidio & Gaertner, 
2005; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  
Racism Built into Institutional Systems 
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 “Institutional racism is any policy, practice, procedure, or structure in business, industry, 
government, schools… and so forth, by which decisions and actions are made that unfairly 
subordinate persons of color while allowing other groups to profit from the outcomes” (Sue, 
2010, p. 7). Barndt expands on this definition in this way, “Institutionalized racism is the 
intentional shaping and structuring of an institution so that it effectively serves and is 
accountable to one racial group and does not effectively serve nor is accountable to other racial 
groups” (2007). The institutionalization of racism began centuries ago with intentionality and 
deliberate design and then has been passed down through the generations, with each generation 
inheriting systems with racism built into the standard operating procedures, documents, and core 
institutional identities (Barndt, 2007; Sue, 2010; Powell, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). 
These decisions, made long ago, to embed racism into the design of societal institutions have 
created structural inequities that are now self-perpetuating within institutions (Barndt, 2007; Sue, 
2010). As a result, an institution that has institutionalized racism “has the power to produce 
products and services that are designed primarily for the privileged use of the white community” 
(Barndt, 2007, p. 90). The result of imbalance of power is an enormous inequity between the way 
our nation’s institutions serve white people and people of color (Barndt, 2007; Sue, 2010; 
Powell, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  
Modern Forms of Racism 
 
 The Civil Rights Movement of the mid-20th century accomplished significant progress in 
addressing overt racism in the United States (Barndt, 2007). Laws were passed and programs 
were put in place to ensure the equality of all Americans. Many scholars argue that because of 
the Civil Rights Movement success against overt racist acts, a new form of covert racism has 
taken its place. (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014; Sue, 2010; Barndt, 2007; Powell, 2015; Bonilla-
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Silva, 2006; Offerman & Basford, 2014; Dovidio & Gaertner, 2005). “Analysts have labeled 
whites’ post-civil rights racial attitudes as ‘modern racism,’ ‘subtle racism,’ ‘aversive racism,’ 
‘social dominance,’ ‘competitive racism,’ or the term I prefer, ‘color-blind racism,’” (Bonilla-
Silva, 2006, p. 259). Barndt adds, “In its newly mutated forms, racism looks quite different from 
the outside. It is far more covert. It is disguised, hidden, and deceptive. It is covered with a 
veneer of friendliness” (2007, p. 160). “Colorblindness is a diversity ideology that stresses that 
race should not matter, and that people should be treated as individuals” (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 
2014). While not as explicit as forms of racism experienced by people of color before the Civil 
Rights Movement, colorblind racism is no less harmful than overt racist acts (Barndt, 2007; 
Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Powell, 2015; Sue, 2010; Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014; Dovidio & 
Gaertner, 2005). Colorblind racism is fundamentally different from traditional forms of overt 
racism. While overt racism “explained Blacks’ social standing as the result of their 
biological…inferiority, colorblind racism…. [allows] whites to rationalize minorities’ 
contemporary status as the product of market dynamics, naturally occurring phenomena, and 
Black’s imputed cultural limitations” (Bonilla-Silva, 2006, p. 2). A central concept in this new, 
more covert form of racism is the ability for Whites to truly believe they are not racist on a 
conscious level, but their actions continue to perpetuate systemic and individual racism (Dovidio 
& Gaertner, 2005; Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Sue, 2010). Internalized 
stereotypes serve to impact behaviors on an unconscious implicit level, shaping behaviors even 
though a person expresses liberal views towards people of color and anti-racist policies and 
programs such as affirmative action (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2005; Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Sue, 2010).  
 In his research, Bonilla-Silva has identified four main frames of colorblind racism: 
abstract liberalism, naturalization, cultural racism, and minimization of racism (2006). “The 
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frame of abstract liberalism involves using ideas associated with political liberalism (e.g., ‘equal 
opportunity,’ the idea that force should not be used to achieve social policy) and economic 
liberalism (e.g., choice, individualism) in an abstract manner to explain racial matters” (Bonilla-
Silva, 2006, p. 76). An example of abstract liberalism is whites’ opposition to equal opportunity 
and affirmative action programs on the basis that no group should receive preferential treatment 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Sue, 2010; Powell, 2015). This opposition completely ignores the fact that 
whites’ have enjoyed preferential treatment for centuries and the equal opportunity and 
affirmative action programs are an attempt to address systemic inequities caused by that 
preferential treatment (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Barndt, 2007; Sue, 2010; Powell, 2015). 
 Another central belief common to the abstract liberalism frame is the myth of 
meritocracy. This ideology suggests that race and other marginalized identities don’t play a role 
in a person’s success. It holds the belief that through hard work, anyone can achieve the same 
level of success (Sue, 2010; Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014; Kaplan & Donovan, 2013; Taylor, 
1998; Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014). This belief results in the illusion that everyone is 
playing on a level playing field and that people succeed or fail based on individual 
characteristics, ignoring the historic legacies of slavery, Jim Crow, segregation, and legalized 
discrimination (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014; Sue, 2010). 
 The second frame of colorblind racism is naturalization. “Naturalization is a frame that 
allows whites to explain away racial phenomena by suggesting they are natural occurrences” 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2006, p. 76). “The word ‘natural’ or the phrase ‘that’s the way it is’ is often 
interjected to normalize events or actions that could otherwise be interpreted as racially 
motivated…. or racist” (Bonilla-Silva, 2006, p. 85). This frame is used to rationalize phenomena 
like segregated schools and neighborhoods, and lack of diversity within social circles as natural, 
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ignoring the impact of race. This ignorance happens at both an individual level and an 
institutional or systemic level (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Barndt, 2007; Sue, 2010). Phenomena such 
as segregated housing and such are created by social processes, not through natural occurrences 
or choice. This type of racism also resides in the institutional policies, practices, and structures of 
our social institutions, such as governments, schools, churches, and other institutions like 
museums (Sue, 2010; Barndt, 2007; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Kaplan & Donovan, 2013). 
The third frame of colorblind racism is cultural racism. “Cultural racism is the 
overarching umbrella under which both individual and institutional racism flourish. It is 
composed of a worldview that contains a powerful belief: the superiority of one group’s cultural 
heritage over another” (Sue, 2010, p. 141). The United States tends to favor a Westernized, white 
dominant racial culture (Sue, 2010; Barndt, 2007). At the individual level, the cultural racism 
frame manifests in the internalization of negative stereotypes and development of narratives 
based on those stereotypes that lead to culturally based arguments to explain the current position 
of marginalized groups in society, such as Blacks are lazy (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Sue, 2010; 
Barndt, 2007). An example of this in the hiring process occurs when organizations “justify their 
lack of success in hiring or upgrading employees of color. ‘We want to…but it is not our fault 
we can’t find qualified people’” (Barndt, 2007, p. 165). The cultural racism frame also works at 
the systemic level. An example in the United States is that “almost all of our national heroes are 
white (and for the most part white men). Moreover, our holidays focus on white history and 
experience, and are interpreted from a white point of view that serves the purpose of preserving 
white power and privilege” (Barndt, 2007, p. 198). 
The fourth frame connected with colorblind racism is minimization of racism. 
“Minimization of racism is a frame that suggests discrimination is no longer a central factor 
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affecting minorities’ life chances” (Bonilla-Silva, 2006, p. 77). This frame can manifest in 
several ways, including direct minimization of racism, a declaration that an individual doesn’t 
see racism or experience its effects, therefore it must not exist, and accusations that people that 
experience racism are making things look racial, when in reality they are not (Bonilla-Silva, 
2006). This can result in the avoidance of conversations or acknowledgement of race by those in 
the dominant culture.  
These frames can be used independently of each other, or in combination to help whites 
rationalize behaviors that continue to keep groups subverted in the culture of the United States 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Sue, 2010; Barndt, 2007; Powell, 2015). They allow for whites to continue 
to avoid the fact that racism continues to be an oppressive force in our society and justify the 
power indifference through means that divert the focus of cause and effect from race to other 
factors, on both the individual and institutional level. While colorblind racism is more covert and 
difficult to detect, those who experience it see it for what it is (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Powell, 
2015; Sue, 2010; Barndt, 2007).  
The Impact of Systemic and Modern Forms of Racism 
 
Despite the legislation of equality, the impact of colorblind and systemic racism on Black 
Americans is no less harmful that the overt racism of the pre-Civil Rights era (Bonilla-Silva, 
2006; Barndt, 2007; Powell, 2015; Sue, 2010). Systemic racism has led to the creation of a 
culture that has normalized whiteness and has been entrenched as the dominant racial culture in 
the United States. From an organizational perspective, institutions have integrated the values, 
ideals, and beliefs of the culture of Whiteness into their organizational culture and identities, and 
in turn, created organizational cultures that reflect the culture of whiteness. Colorblind racism 
has seemingly impacted the interpersonal interactions between employees, causing employees of 
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color to experience microaggressions, and adopt behaviors like covering in the workplace, code 
switching, the need to develop additional support systems, and striving to be superhuman in their 
jobs to overcome negative perceptions.  
The Culture of Whiteness 
 
 In the United States, whiteness is the racial dominant norm (Powell, 2015; Bonilla-Silva, 
2006; Sue, 2010; Barndt, 2007). Bonilla Silva argues that whites can construct and live their 
lives devoid of interactions with people of color if they so choose. He calls this the “white 
habitus” (Bonilla-Silva, 2006). This white habitus promotes a sense of group belonging amongst 
whites, which causes them to not interpret their “hypersegregation from Blacks as a problem, 
because they do not interpret this as a racial phenomenon. Instead, they normalize this crucial 
aspect of their lives by either not regarding it as an issue or interpreting it as ‘normal,’” (Bonilla-
Silva, 2006, p. 159). The values, beliefs, standards, and norms of whites have become “invisible 
to them and represent a default standard by which all other group norms and behaviors are 
consciously and unconsciously compared, contrasted and made visible” (Sue, 2010, p. 114). This 
manifestation of whiteness is an everyday occurrence that becomes institutionalized in our 
organizational policies and cultures and promotes and normalizes colorblind racism (Sue, 2010; 
Bonilla-Silva, 2006). 
 Given the perception of the normalization of whiteness in the United States, it has led to a 
phenomenon called White Racial denial, or the failure of whites to see their race a viable social 
category (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). Denying their place in the racial hierarchy by not 
acknowledging white as a racial identity allows whites to maintain the racial status quo. If whites 
were to acknowledge whiteness as a race, it would also acknowledge the fact that their race has 
become the dominant race, thereby marginalizing other racial identities and cultures in the 
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United States (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). Allowing white culture to remain unrecognized as 
a racial reality creates the perception that the cultural ideology and practices adopted by society 
in the United States is the norm and anything else becomes identified as the other or different 
(Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014).  
 Along with this denial of whiteness as a racial culture and the adoption of white culture 
as the societal norm comes privileges bestowed to members of that cultural group. White 
privilege is a term used to describe rewards given to people simply due to their membership in 
the dominant white culture (Sue, 2010; Powell, 2015). Bonilla Silva writes, “Although specific 
whites may not have participated directly in the overt discriminatory practices that injured 
Blacks and other minorities in the past, they all have received unearned privileges by virtue of 
being regarded as white” (Bonilla-Silva, 2006, pp. 129-130). As a group, whites’ failure to 
recognize their racial privilege helps to perpetuate racism (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014; Sue, 
2010). White privilege can operate on a systemic level, marginalizing entire groups of people 
through institutionalized racism. It also works on the individual level, advantaging members of 
white culture and disadvantaging those that are not white.  
 While whites are often able to live devoid of the notion of race as it pertains to them, 
“most people of color live in a world where race is salient, where racism is alive, and where there 
is no shortage of reminders of race around them” (Atwood & Lopez, 2014, p. 1135). As shown 
above, overt racism has declined in the United States, but more covert, or colorblind, racism has 
taken root deep in our social system. The manifestation of this covert racism is often 
microaggressions. “Microaggressions are the brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, 
and environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, 
derogatory, or negative…. slights and insults to the target person or group” (Sue, 2010, p. 5). 
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These experiences are constant and generally below the level of awareness of those perpetrating 
the microaggression (Sue, 2010; Atwood & Lopez, 2014). Microaggressions are embedded in 
small, everyday actions, such as gestures, tone of voice, directions of eye contact and meeting 
protocols, but at the heart of microaggressions is the establishment of power relationships 
between members of the dominant culture and people of color (Brookfield, 2004). 
There is nothing ‘micro’ about microaggressions. They happen frequently and constantly 
and have a deep impact on those who experience them. “Countless examples of 
microaggressions are delivered daily without the awareness of perpetrators. And while these 
actions may appear harmless or innocent in nature, they are nevertheless detrimental to recipients 
because they result in harmful psychological consequences and create disparities” (Sue, 2010, p. 
15). Sue lists a number of messages implicit in microaggressive acts and behavior, including: 
“You do not belong,” “You are abnormal,” “You are intellectually inferior,” “You are not 
trustworthy,” “Powerlessness,” and “Invisibility,” (Sue, 2010, pp. 78-80) . The recipients of 
microaggressions are deeply impacted. People of color feel forced to be compliant with 
dominant, white culture norms, values and beliefs causing them to feel forced to “think and 
behave in a manner antagonistic to [their] true beliefs and desires” (Sue, 2010, p. 81). Another 
common experience is a person of color feeling pressure to represent their racial group well. It 
comes with a “heightened awareness that every mistake, every failing, and every deficiency 
exhibited by them would be attributed to their respective minority groups” (Sue, 2010, p. 82). 
In a work context, “Microaggressions have the secondary, but devastating effect of 
denying equal access and opportunity in…employment. While seemingly minimal in nature, the 
harm they produce operates on a systemic and macro level” (Sue, 2010, p. 16). Microaggressions 
place students of color at an educational disadvantage, making it more difficult for them to 
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achieve higher levels of educational attainment, and experience years spent in lower levels of 
employment (Sue, 2010). “Furthermore, their [microaggressions] invisible nature prevents 
perpetrators from realizing and confronting their own complicity in creating…. disparities in 
employment” (Sue, 2010, p. 24). It is reasonable to believe this happens with employees in the 
workplace as well.  
As mentioned above, people of color feel the need to conform to the internalized culture 
of Whiteness in an organization or institution due to microaggressive behaviors. This often 
causes feelings of selling out or projecting a false self or being concerned or fearful of potential 
consequences of breaking social norms and/or letting one’s true beliefs and feelings be known 
(Sue, 2010; Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). People of color have developed a number of coping 
strategies to deal with these feelings, including covering in the workplace, code switching, 
developing alternative systems of support, striving for superhuman performance, creatively 
connecting, and recruiting allies across the institution (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014).  
Covering is a term developed by Erving Goffman to describe how individuals with 
known identities make a considerable effort to keep those stigmas hidden (Smith & Yoshino, 
2019; Bourke, Smith, Stockton, & Wakefield, 2014; Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). In a Deloitte 
research study, Smith and Yoshino found that 61% of participants covered at work. The number 
went up to 79% for Black employees and 63% of Latino/a employees (Smith & Yoshino, 2019, 
p. 3). What is even more alarming is that 93% of respondents stated that their organization 
articulated inclusion as one of its values (Smith & Yoshino, 2019, p. 12). The impact of covering 
on employees was also measured in the study. 53% of respondents stated that their leaders expect 
employees to cover, which affected their sense of opportunities available to them (51%) and their 
commitment to the organization (50%) (Smith & Yoshino, 2019, p. 10). In addition, 48% of 
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respondents stated that their organization has a cultural expectation that employees should cover, 
affecting the sense of opportunities available (28%) and commitment to the organization (27%) 
(Smith & Yoshino, 2019, p. 11). The impact of covering in the workplace involves both physical 
and psychological harm, causing a diminished ability to succeed at your job. It also impacts 
organizations by diminishing the likelihood of attracting and retaining the best talent and 
implementing other successful diversity and inclusion initiatives (Segran, 2015; Smith & 
Yoshino, 2019; Bourke, Smith, Stockton, & Wakefield, 2014). 
Another coping strategy, similar to covering, is code switching. “Code switching is a 
term from sociolinguistics that represented the social implications of language and how members 
of dominant and subdominant cultures switch language codes to blend in with a particular 
culture” (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014, p. 27, Yoshino, 2006). Furthermore,  
code switching is a way to deem oneself an insider to a particular culture. If we relate 
code switching to negotiating space, we find that [people of color] who successfully 
‘negotiate space’ will be able to speak the talk of the company, while also maintaining 
the language of their own personal identity (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014, p. 27) 
 
When employees of color show up to work, they must leave the parts of their cultural identity 
that don’t fit into the organizational culture outside of the workplace and adopt behaviors 
deemed “appropriate” for the work setting (Ferdman, 2014; Kaplan & Donovan, 2013). Often, 
what is “appropriate” reflects the norms, values, and beliefs of a culture of white normativity 
(Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014; Barndt, 2007; Kaplan & Donovan, 2013). 
The ability to cover and code switch can aide people of color in utilizing relationships as 
mechanisms to cope with white normative spaces. “Creatively connecting involves adding 
language, customs, and other aspects of dominant culture to your daily practice to connect with 
others in your organization” (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014, p. 31). When Whiteness becomes the 
norm, it becomes invisible to those who share its cultural values, ideals, and beliefs (Barndt, 
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2007; Powell, 2015; Sue, 2010). People of color must develop knowledge about a variety of 
subjects and must also be willing to adapt to the level of the person they are interacting with, 
which puts that person at ease (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). This social capital affords people 
of color the opportunity to create allies within an organization. “Developing allies involves 
seeking out and partnering with people across the organization. It is like networking, but rather 
than focusing on allying with people of equal or higher status, those who develop allies do so at 
every level of the organization” (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014, p. 29). Rather than having the 
ability to introduce new ideas and influence the organization through knowledge and skills, 
people of color must develop allies to gain perceived power in an organization, which allows 
them to leverage the ideas, positions, and identities of various people to form alliances to create 
influence (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). 
 Another way that people of color cope within cultures of Whiteness is to become 
superhuman (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). People of color often strive, and succeed, at 
performing at a higher level than any of the other people at their level in an organization to 
demonstrate competency (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). This can manifest in several ways, 
including performing tasks to perfection and taking on multiple tasks while still performing to 
high standards. They gain favor by becoming valuable to the organization by being involved in a 
variety of tasks or appearing to hold knowledge about a particular task (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 
2014).  
 Although these strategies serve to make work and work culture easier, people of color are 
often expending time and energy trying to figure out which strategy to employ to “alleviate the 
pressures of being the organizational outsider” (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014, p. 33). As a result, 
one of the most important coping mechanisms for people of color is developing their own 
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networks for support and self-care (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). Working in an organization 
where you may be marginalized can be traumatizing, so having support systems where a person 
of color can be completely authentic is critical for their mental health (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 
2014). These support networks allow people of color to be completely authentic and show their 
“real self,” providing a break from the covering and assimilation that comes with being a person 
of color in a White-dominant organizational culture (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014).  
Sue writes, “microaggressions are linked to a wider sociopolitical context of oppression 
and injustice (historical trauma) that results in a soul wound passed on from generation to 
generation” (Sue, 2010, pp. 95-96). Young defines oppression as “the exercise of tyranny by a 
ruling group” (Young, 2018, p. 50). “Oppression is the term we use to embody the interlocking 
forces that create and sustain injustice” (Bell, 2018, p. 35). Oppression “encapsulates the fusion 
of institutional/systemic discrimination with personal bias, bigotry, and social prejudice” (Bell, 
2018, p. 36). It is pervasive in nature, institutionalized through practices grounded in history, 
law, economic policy, social custom, and education (Bell, 2018; Young, 2018). The cumulative 
properties of oppression are evident through the long-term impact of actions, practices, and 
policies of the past on the systemic level, as well as microaggressions, or the daily and constant 
covert and overt negative messages and actions directed towards members of marginalized 
groups (Bell, 2018; Young, 2018). The combination of systemic racism, or white normativity, 
and covert or colorblind racism on the individual level work to maintain systems of oppression 
towards people of color in current times.  
Critical Theory Frames 
 
According to Laura Bierema, “Critical theory is a political theory that seeks to 
relentlessly criticize all existing conditions, especially those presumed ‘normal’” (2010). White 
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Culture is entrenched as the norm in our society, becoming the foundation for a racial ideology 
(Sue, 2010; Barndt, 2007; Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Powell, 2015). “Ideology, sometimes called 
‘dominant ideology’ comprises the set of broadly accepted beliefs and practices that frame how 
people make sense of their experiences and live their lives….it ensures that an unequal, racist…. 
society is able to reproduce itself with minimal opposition” (Brookfield, 2004, p. 421). Ideology 
critique or questioning things that otherwise are considered normal and left unquestioned, is a 
foundational piece of critical theory. Ideology critique “denaturalizes that which is seen as 
natural and it problematizes that which is plain and commonsensical” (Friesen, 2008; Brookfield, 
2004). There are several offshoots of critical theory and for the purposes of this research study, I 
will focus on Critical Race Theory and Critical Human Resource Development.  
Critical Race Theory 
 
 Critical Race Theory (CRT) emerged from the legal profession in the 1970s “in response 
to the stalled progress of traditional civil rights litigation to produce meaningful racial reform” 
(Taylor, 1998, p. 122). CRT has become a movement engaged in studying and transforming the 
relationship among race, racism, and power (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Rocco, Bernier, & 
Lorenzo, 2014). CRT challenges the experience of whites as the normative standard and grounds 
its conceptual framework in the distinctive experiences of people of color (Taylor, 1998; 
Closson, 2010). In addition, CRT challenges the “ideology of color-blindness and the 
accompanying political discourse, viewing it as a pretext for racial discrimination” (Laurence & 
Stovall, 2004).  
 CRT has several underlying principles. The Social Construction of Race principle “holds 
that race and races are products of social thought and relations…they correspond to no biological 
or genetic reality; rather, races are categories that society invents, manipulates, or retires when 
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convenient” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 9). There is no biological support for the notion of 
distinct races, therefore, separating people into racial categories is a social construct that serves 
to maintain white dominant ideology (Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014; Sue, 2010; Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2017). The practice of classifying people by race is ingrained in the social fabric of the 
United States (Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014).  
 The process of racialization of different groups serves to create and sustain a hierarchy of 
oppression as racialization of groups “with darker skinned people always at the bottom while 
lighter skinned people eventually float to the top” (Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014). 
Racializing a group is to devalue a group using negative stereotypes. “The act of racializing a 
group creates the attitude in the majority that members of the racialized group do not deserve the 
same rights as White men because they are not White men” (Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014, 
p. 462).  
The Social Construction of race and the subsequent racialization of members of different 
groups has served to cement the culture of Whiteness in the United States, essentially 
establishing Whiteness as a property that carries value (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Rocco, 
Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014). White skin took on properties that serve important purposes, both 
material and psychological (Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). It 
gains values as a commodity allowing Whites of middle and upper classes access to societal 
resources. The psychic values gained through Whiteness as a property “refers to the place 
Whiteness holds at the top of the racial hierarchy constructed by White men to rationalize the 
claim of superiority allowing even lower- and working-class Whites to feel superior to others” 
(Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014, p. 462). Whiteness as property manifests itself in wage 
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differentials, educational access, and differences in health care, but it also has property value as 
the status quo that maintains white privilege and dominance (Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014).  
Also central to CRT is naming one’s own reality (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-
Billings & Tate, 1995). “For the critical race theorist, social reality is constructed by the 
formulation and the exchange of stories about individual situations. These stories serve as 
interpretive structures by which we impose order on experience and it on us” (Ladson-Billings & 
Tate, 1995, p. 57). Unless oppressed groups name their reality, the status quo often goes 
unchecked (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). “Stories can give them a voice and reveal that other 
people have similar experiences. Stories can name a type of discrimination (e.g., 
microaggressions, unconscious discrimination, or structural racism); once named it can be 
combated” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, pp. 50-51). The dominant group justifies its power 
through narrative and storytelling that construct reality in ways that maintain their dominance 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 
A member of an oppressed group can begin to challenge the status quo by naming their own 
reality. Naming one’s own reality can also help those who are oppressed recognize the process of 
how they became oppressed (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). As 
members of marginalized groups internalize the stereotypes constructed by society and 
associated with their racial identities, naming their reality serve as a way to separate what society 
has constructed from the reality of lived experience (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2017).  
As members of oppressed groups name their own reality, they are developing narratives 
that provide a counter-story to the dominant narrative. Counterstorytelling and narrative can be 
powerful tools to challenge the status quo (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Atwood & Lopez, 2014; 
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Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). “CRT scholars believe there 
are two differing accounts of reality: the dominant reality that ‘looks ordinary and natural’…and 
the racial reality that has been filtered out, suppressed and censored” (Atwood & Lopez, 2014, p. 
1137). Counterstorytelling, or giving voice to members of oppressed groups, is a tool that 
challenges the status quo, stereotypes, and myths of racial oppression (Rocco, Bernier, & 
Lorenzo, 2014). CRT recognizes that the voice of people of color is critical to counter the 
majority dominant narrative (Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 
The stories told by people of color breakdown the ideological myths that have been passed on 
through generations of systemic racism (Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014; Delgado & Stefancic, 
2017).  
One last CRT theme to highlight is interest convergence. Large segments of society, 
white elites, and working-class whites, have little interest in addressing systemic or individual 
racism because they benefit from both (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). When racism is addressed, 
it is because it serves Whites interests as well as those of people of color (Taylor, 1998; Delgado 
& Stefancic, 2017). This is called interest convergence, defined as “the interests of Blacks in 
achieving racial equality have been accommodated only when they have converged with the 
interests of powerful whites (Taylor, 1998, p. 123). Rocco et all explain as follows, “If racism is 
a fundamental characteristic of American work and life, then attempts to end discriminatory 
practices…only succeed when there is an underlying benefit to those who hold power in 
American society” (Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014, p. 459). Derrick Bell provides an example 
of interest convergence using the landmark Supreme Court case Brown vs. The Board of 
Education of Topeka, KS. He writes,  
I contend that the decision in Brown to break with the Court’s long-held position on these 
issues cannot be understood without some consideration of the decision’s value to whites, 
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not simply those concerned about the immorality of racial inequality, but also those 
whites in policymaking positions able to see the economic and political advances at home 
and abroad that would follow abandonment of segregation. (Bell Jr, 1980, p. 524). 
 
He goes on to outline three reasons for his claim. First, the government felt that the decision 
would help the United States gain favor with third world countries during the Cold War (Bell Jr, 
1980). Second, he argues that the decision helped to give reassurance to American Blacks that 
the equality and freedom fought for during World War II had meaning at home in America (Bell 
Jr, 1980). Finally, there was a recognition that ending segregation in the South would allow an 
economic transformation towards industrialization and away from rural, plantation agriculture 
(Bell Jr, 1980). The theme of interest convergence, while often related to progress and reform, 
still allows whites to retain power and only change what is in their best interest (Closson, 2010; 
Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Bell Jr, 1980; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Rocco, Bernier, & 
Lorenzo, 2014). 
 A critical theory concept related to interest convergence is repressive tolerance. 
“Repressive tolerance ensures the continuation of the system by allowing just enough challenge 
to the system to convince people that they live in a truly open society, while still maintaining the 
system’s structural integrity (Brookfield, 2004, p. 425). When an alternative solution to the status 
quo is proposed, repressive tolerance ensures that “alternative, oppositional perspective is seen as 
an exotic option rather than a plausible natural order (Brookfield, 2004, p. 425). Those in favor 
of maintaining the status quo benefit by arguing that they are fostering open, honest 
conversations about change and in some cases, when interests converge, allowing for change to 
happen (Brookfield, 2004; Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Bell 
Jr, 1980). However, the changes allowed to happen by the dominant group, in this case Whites, 
do not fundamentally change the status quo, thereby retaining power for the group (Brookfield, 
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2004; Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 
2017; Bell Jr, 1980). 
 Critical race theory is a helpful tool to begin to recognize white normativity and 
colorblind racism and see how pervasive racism is in our system (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  
“Essentially, the color-blind perspective on race calls for assimilation, while critical race theory 
calls for the full awareness and critique of the ideology of race as a determining factor in how the 
law has been used against racialized minority groups” (Parker & Stovall, 2004). “However, CRT 
scholars assert that a lack of attention to the pervasive nature of racism results in the 
implementation of policies and practices that create inequitable situations at work and in society 
(Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014, p. 458). As a result of the systemic and pervasive racism in 
our society, there is a need to understand whose interests are served and interrogate the policies 
of everyday (Atwood & Lopez, 2014). CRT can address this by generating informed 
perspectives that interrogate and challenge racist policy and practice (Parker & Stovall, 2004; 
Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).  
 Critical Theory is “focused on identifying, and then challenging and changing, the 
process by which a grossly iniquitous society uses the dominant ideology to convince people that 
this inequity is a normal state of affairs (Brookfield, 2004). CRT scholars seek to challenge the 
racial ideology in the United States by deliberately challenging racist assumptions in our 
institutions to reflect our expressed attitudes and ideals about equity (Parker & Stovall, 2004; 
Powell, 2015). CRT asks us to “fundamentally break from previous conceptions and taken-for-
granted assumptions about a racially neutral world” (Atwood & Lopez, 2014). Social justice is 
implicit in CRT by focusing attention on race and racism “rather than understanding race as a 
comparison for white normative assumptions (Atwood & Lopez, 2014, p. 1144). CRT helps us 
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understand the social situation of people of color, but moreover, sets out to change the system by 
understanding how society organizes itself racially and to flatten the hierarchy and create change 
for the better (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).  
Critical Human Resource Development 
 
 Human resource development (HRD) is the framework for helping employees develop 
their personal and organizational skills, knowledge, and abilities (Heathfield, 2020). “HRD is 
one of the most significant opportunities that employees seek when they consider you as an 
employer” (Heathfield, 2020). For many organizations, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) 
efforts start within Human Resources processes, such as attracting, selecting, evaluating, 
promoting, and retaining a diverse staff and an inclusive organizational climate where people of 
color thrive (Offerman & Basford, 2014). “[I]t is necessary for organizations to establish a level 
playing field by fairly implementing employment practices (Nishii & Rich, 2014). Applying a 
critical lens to HRD, we can begin to provide voice for the repressed and marginalized, expose 
assumptions and values, reveal the use of power and control and challenge inequities in the 
workplace (Fenwick, 2004). The primary purpose of critical HRD is reform “of both workplace 
organizations and development practices directed towards individuals and groups” (Fenwick, 
2004, p. 198). This includes naming mechanisms of cultural power, fostering resistance, and 
supporting collective action within organizations (Fenwick, 2004).  
 Traditional HRD policies fail to recognize historic and social legacies of oppression and 
the subsequent manifestations of exclusion (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). “Some organizations 
present themselves as equitable and inclusive in mission statement and other verbiage…. yet 
practice ‘blanket’ human resource development policies that continue to support the status quo in 
organizations (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). Bierema and Cseh found that traditional “HRD 
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focuses little on issues of social justice in the workplace or larger social context…. 
Organizational ‘undiscussables’ such as…racism…receive little attention in the literature yet 
have considerable impact on organization dynamics” (Bierema & Cseh, 2003, pp. 23-24). Nishii 
and Rich find that one of the biggest barriers to an inclusive climate is the fear of being 
negatively evaluated by others (2014). As we have seen, colorblind racism and the negative 
stereotypes embedded within the subconscious impact evaluation of those that fit those 
stereotypes (Sue, 2010; Dovidio & Gaertner, 2005; Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Barndt, 2007). “This 
fear can be alleviated when individuals feel supported by others and by the organization, as is the 
case when equitable HR practices delegitimize sociohistorical status distinctions” (Nishii & 
Rich, 2014, p. 337) 
 Critical HRD advances two common principles: a critical HRD fundamentally opposes 
the subjugation of human knowledge, skills, relationships, and education to organizational gain; 
second, it is devoted to the transformation of organizations and HRD practice toward a more just, 
equitable, and sustainable workplace (Fenwick, 2004). Within these two principles, four 
dimensions exist for a critical HRD as a study and practice. First, “the primary purpose of a 
critical HRD would be reform – of both workplace organizations and development practices 
directed toward individuals and groups” (Fenwick, 2004, p. 198). Within this dimension, 
concepts such as cultural power, fostering resistance to the status quo, and supporting collective 
actions are employed to create awareness and work to remedy HRD theories that may be 
complicit in supporting unjust and inequitable workplaces (Fenwick, 2004).  
The second dimension conceptualizes workplace environments as “contested terrains of 
relations and knowledge concealed by unitarist illusions of homogenous identities, alignment 
between worker/manager interests, and false naturalization of imperatives such as globalization, 
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competition, and performativity” (Fenwick, 2004, p. 198). The benefits of diversity become 
better understood as the source of organizational creativity and sustainability, but with that 
comes a recognition of the oppression of those often identified as representing diverse identities 
(Fenwick, 2004; Offerman & Basford, 2014). Increasing awareness of the ways in which the 
dominant norms have become embedded in the natural way organizations work is critical to 
creating inclusive environments (Nishii & Rich, 2014; Offerman & Basford, 2014). Critical 
HRD helps organizations denaturalize mainstream management theory and understandings of 
social and organizational arrangements, division of labor, and management authority, supporting 
increased awareness of power imbalance and inequities in the organization (Fenwick, 2004). 
The third dimension of a critical HRD uses inquiry, particularly focused on power and 
history (Fenwick, 2004). Using a critical HRD lens, explanations of human or organizational 
development would “center on power and control issues and seek to understand how 
sociopolitical processes historically have come to constitute elements that appear to comprise 
structures that appear inevitable: performance measurement, human development and 
shareholder value” (Fenwick, 2004, p. 198). As awareness of the power and control dynamics 
increases, managers can help “germinate more liberating practices and more widespread critical 
cultural analysis of existing conditions” (Fenwick, 2004, p. 202). 
Finally, the fourth critical HRD dimension focuses on methodology and reflexivity, or the 
ability to examine one’s own feelings, reactions, and motives and how those influence what they 
do or think in a situation (Cambridge University Press, 2020). Critical HRD practices continue to 
interrogate “prevailing ideologies and power relations constituting organizational structures of 
inequality” (Fenwick, 2004, p. 198) by posing critical questions about whose interests are served 
by current HRD practices, how knowledge is constructed, what knowledge is given importance, 
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and who determines which knowledge is important (Fenwick, 2004). Reflexivity helps those 
committed to equity, but whose actions actually continue to oppress, and helps them see the 
ways in which they continue to support existing HRD practices that support the status quo 
(Fenwick, 2004; Dovidio & Gaertner, 2005; Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Sue, 2010; Kaplan & Donovan, 
2013).  
Using both CRT and critical HRD as frames for examination can help organizations 
successfully achieve diversity, inclusion, and equity goals. While race has not played a 
prominent role in HRD programs, Rocco, et al. implore HRD scholars and practitioners to “make 
it the lead and expose the role of race in organizational decisions and policy setting in areas such 
as recruitment and selection, compensation, organizational culture, and employee relations” 
(Rocco, Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014, p. 465). CRT provides a lens to help us see that power, white 
privilege, and racial…oppression are responsible for our homogenous workforce (Rocco, 
Bernier, & Lorenzo, 2014). It can help us analyze power imbalances between groups and 
individuals within an organization. HRD practitioners must become aware of race, expanding 
their thinking beyond White norms. Then understand how race impacts their decision making, 
and finally understand the impact of their decisions on all groups of people (Rocco, Bernier, & 
Lorenzo, 2014). Increased awareness of the impact of race on the HRD functions of an 
organization, and the subsequent, intentional dismantling of the elements that support colorblind 
racism and white normativity supports successful diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives 
(Offerman & Basford, 2014; Nishii & Rich, 2014).  
Organizational Justice 
 
For organizations that seek to achieve success with diversity and inclusion efforts, the 
question of justice is critical for addressing the sources of unfairness amongst diverse employees 
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(Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013; DiTomaso, Post, & Parks-Yancy, 2007). Interweaving principles of 
organizational justice into diversity and inclusion efforts helps create a more just workplace 
(Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013). “Organizational justice concerns employees’ perceptions of fairness 
in workplaces and has become a popular concept in understanding workplace attitudes and 
behavior” (Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013). There are three types of organizational justice: distributive 
justice, procedural justice, and interactional justice (Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013; Stone-Romero & 
Stone, 2005; Colquitt, Greenberg, & Zapata-Phelan, 2005). Distributive justice refers to an 
employee’s perceptions related to outcomes within the workplace, for example, pay, 
performance rating, promotion, and termination (Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013; Stone-Romero & 
Stone, 2005; Colquitt, Greenberg, & Zapata-Phelan, 2005; Leventhal, 1980; Thibut & Walker, 
1975). Procedural justice is concerned with the fairness of the procedures, policies, and decision-
making processes that affect individuals work outcomes, such as pay, promotion, and 
performance appraisal ratings (Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013; Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005; Colquitt, 
Greenberg, & Zapata-Phelan, 2005; Folger & Greenberg, 1985; Lind & Tyler, 1988). 
Interactional justice focuses on employee perceptions of the fairness of interpersonal treatment 
between authorities and employees in the workplace (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005; Fujimoto & 
Hartel, 2013; Colquitt, Greenberg, & Zapata-Phelan, 2005; Bies & Moag, 1986; Greenberg, 
1993). 
 Bias exists, both in organizational systems and the behavior of individuals within 
organizations (Kaplan & Donovan, 2013; Banaji & Greenwald, 2013; Sue, 2010). In order to 
deal with the complexity of the constant information and social contexts that humans constantly 
experience, humans separate the information into categories to make it easier to process (Stone-
Romero & Stone, 2005; Banaji & Greenwald, 2013). Categorization is both inductive and 
THE BURDEN WE CARRY 
 
 45 
deductive (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005). It is inductive because individuals assign people to 
categories and deductive as we retrieve relevant stereotypes that have been ingrained within our 
conscious through external sources (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005; Banaji & Greenwald, 2013; 
Sue, 2010). Individuals sort through the various categories and identify which attributes are 
similar to them and which are different (Banaji & Greenwald, 2013; Sue, 2010; Kaplan & 
Donovan, 2013). This forms what is often referred to as our in-group (those more similar to us) 
and our out-group (those that are different from us; Banaji & Greenwald, 2013; Sue, 2010; 
Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005). “The mere act of categorizing individuals into groups leads to 
bias against out-group members” (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005).  
Stereotypes are built around negative aspects of those categories we associate with out-
group members (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005; Banaji & Greenwald, 2013; Sue, 2010; Bonilla-
Silva, 2006; Barndt, 2007; Plous & Williams, 1995). Individuals who hold power and influence 
within organizations generate beliefs about those that are different than them, or members of 
their out-group (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005; Sue, 2010; Kaplan & Donovan, 2013; Banaji & 
Greenwald, 2013; Miller & Turnbull, 1986). These beliefs lead to inferences about an 
individual’s behaviors, which serve as the basis for a set of expectations formed through the filter 
of the stereotypes (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005; Banaji & Greenwald, 2013; Kaplan & 
Donovan, 2013). “For example, in advance of having information about…actual motivation, 
an…. interviewer may reason that job applicants who are members of various minority groups 
have neither the ability nor the motivation needed to succeed on jobs for which they have 
applied” (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005, p. 449). Membership in the in-group or the out-group 
has important meaning as an individual progresses in an organization as different rules are 
applied to members of each group (Schein, 2010) 
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Each type of organizational justice has implications (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005; 
Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013). Implications related to distributive justice “suggest that individuals 
use their perceptions of the fairness of policies to determine the fairness of the organizations that 
produce those policies” (Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013, p. 154). In making decisions, those with 
power and influence in an organization, “members of in-groups generally will be viewed as 
having greater inputs and thus as more deserving of positive outcomes and less likely to deserve 
negative outcomes (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005; Turner, 1982). In a racially diverse team led 
by a white individual, white group members will be perceived to have contributed more to the 
performance of the group than those who are not white (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005). 
Implications related to procedural justice concern bias in the process by which rewards, 
and recognition are allocated in organizations (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005). The bias is built 
into procedures when they are set up by members of the dominant group. (Schein, 2010). The 
bias is then continually reinforced as members of the dominant group continue to control the 
allocation process (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005; Lind & Tyler, 1988). “One way of doing so is 
by ensuring that only in-group members are selected to fill positions involving the setting of 
policies and the establishment of procedures (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005, p. 452). As this 
process continues, the criteria for inclusion are being established and made clear to everyone in 
the organization (Schein, 2010). Procedural justice will result in higher levels of trust in the 
organization and organizational citizenship behaviors (Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013) 
Evidence of interactional injustice can be found in lack of relationships or friendships 
between those in an organization’s in-group and those in the out-group (Stone-Romero & Stone, 
2005). These friendship patterns are likely to influence both the role expectations formed about 
organization members and the ways in which such expectations are communicated to them 
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(Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005; Graen G. B., 1976). Leaders who are part of the in-group will 
“accord better interpersonal treatment to in-group members than they will to out-group 
members” (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005, p. 453). This results in better outcomes for in-group 
members in terms of performance rating, mentoring, and advancement opportunities (Stone-
Romero & Stone, 2005; Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013). 
In addition to the implications above, a lack of organizational justice has affective, 
behavioral, and cognitive outcomes (Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013). The impact of the in-groups and 
out-groups leads to a decreased perception of fairness, or low levels of organizational justice 
(Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013, p. 153). “Justice perceptions are found to influence affective 
outcomes such as: organizational/supervisory trust, anxiety, stress, perceived support and 
inclusion” (Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013, p. 153). Among the many affective responses to perceived 
injustice are”  
(a) increased feeling of anger, resentment, alienation, powerlessness, and rejection, (b) 
decreased satisfaction with such facets as the job in general, the organization, 
supervision, coworkers, organizational policies, and procedures, pay, and promotion 
opportunities, (c) decreased organizational commitment, job involvement, and motivation 
to perform, and (d) increased intentions to quit one’s job. (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005, 
p. 457) 
 
It can also impact “behavioral outcomes such as communication integration and 
organizational citizenship behaviors” (Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013). Out-group members that 
experience perceived injustice can attempt to decrease their own inputs or exhibit behaviors 
“designed to ‘even the score,” including theft or sabotage of company property” (Stone-Romero 
& Stone, 2005, p. 457). In addition, out group members can exhibit lower levels of 
organizational citizenship behavior and are more likely to “communicate negative views of the 
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organization, its managers, and its products or services to friends or acquaintances” (Stone-
Romero & Stone, 2005, p. 457).  
Negative perceptions of organizational justice also have negative cognitive impacts, 
“such as job performance, knowledge and problem-solving skills” (Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013, p. 
153). Employees that have experienced perceived injustice may start to believe that their inputs 
are not as valuable as in group members (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005). They may also cope 
with unfair treatment by “believing that there is nothing of value to be gained through good 
interpersonal relations with in-group members” (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005, p. 457) and, in 
fact, may feel that “being treated considerately by them may be a sign that one has ‘sold out’” 
(Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005, p. 457). 
For organizations that seek to become more diverse, they will be most effective if 
managers can address the sources of unfairness amongst diverse employees (Fujimoto & Hartel, 
2013; DiTomaso, Post, & Parks-Yancy, 2007). For racially diverse employees, management’s 
mistreatment and poor relationships, or a lack of organizational justice, are the most reported 
negative events related to their experience within an organization (Roberson & Stevens, 2006; 
Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013). The ability of an organization to engage racially diverse staff will 
determine the likelihood of successful diversity and inclusion initiatives.  
Inclusive Organizational Culture 
 
 Organizational culture is defined as “shared tacit assumptions of a group that have been 
learned through coping with external tasks and dealing with internal relationships” (Schein, The 
Corporate Culture Survival Guide, 1999, p. 217). Schein identifies three levels of organizational 
culture: artifacts, espoused beliefs and values, and tacit assumptions (Schein, 1999; 2010). “At 
the surface is the level of artifacts, which includes all the phenomena that you would see, hear 
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and feel when you encounter a new group with an unfamiliar culture” (Schein, 2010, p. 23).  
Organizational artifacts include the climate of the organization, observed behaviors, 
organizational processes, charters, and organizational charts (Schein, 2010). Artifacts are quite 
easy to observe, but difficult to decipher without lived organizational experience. When artifacts, 
alone, are used to decipher a culture it usually leads to misinterpretations due to the influence of 
an individual’s projection of their own feelings and reactions into the interpretative process 
(Schein, 2010).  
 Espoused beliefs and values often reflect the views of a powerful individual within an 
organization but solidified through social validation when certain beliefs and values are 
confirmed and shared by the larger group (Schein, 2010). Espoused values and beliefs remain 
conscious and explicitly articulated and serve the function of guiding members in how to behave 
within the organization (Schein, 2010). If the espoused beliefs and values accepted by the group 
“are not congruent with the beliefs and values that correlate with effective performance, we will 
observe…espoused values that reflect the desired behavior but are not reflected in the observed 
behavior” (Schein, 2010, p. 27). Often, large gaps exist in the espoused beliefs and values that 
leave a large part of organizational behavior unexplained, “leaving us with a feeling that we 
understand a piece of the culture, but still do not have the culture as such in hand” (Schein, 2010, 
p. 27). These gaps often exist between the espoused inclusion beliefs and values and 
organizational behavior (Ferdman, 2014; Winters, 2014; Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). 
 Tacit assumptions are based on certain beliefs and values that have found such a high 
level of consensus within a group or organization that they have become taken for granted as the 
way things always get done (Schein, 2010). “In fact, if a basic assumption comes to be strongly 
held in a group, members will find behavior based on any other premise inconceivable” (Schein, 
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2010, p. 28). Basic assumptions become implicit guidelines that influence behavior and tell 
group members how to perceive, think about, and feel within an organization (Schein, 2010). 
These implicit assumptions that guide behavior often deal with fundamental issues like the 
nature of time and space, the nature of truth and how we discover it, the correct way for an 
individual and the group to interact, the relative importance of work, family, and self-
development and the proper role of men and women (Schein, 2010). Organizations in the United 
States, for the most part, have internalized beliefs and values that reflect White culture.  
Culture can be a powerful tool at maintaining the status quo in an organization (Bierema, 
2010). Organizations that seek successful diversity and inclusion initiatives must take time to 
create an inclusive organizational culture (Offerman & Basford, 2014; Nishii & Rich, 2014). “By 
definition, inclusion involves the elimination of marginalization and exclusion. An organization 
is not inclusive if only the members of the select groups are fortunate enough to experience 
social belongingness and access to the organization’s resources” (Nishii & Rich, 2014, p. 331). 
An inclusive organization has “within its vision, mission, goals, values and operating system, 
explicit policies and practices that prohibit anyone from being excluded or unjustly treated 
because of their social identity or status” (Jackson, 2014). The ability to create an inclusive 
organizational culture links to an organization’s level of success in developing and retaining a 
diverse workforce (Kaplan & Donovan, 2013; Sue, 2010; Ferdman, 2014). The culture of an 
organization is deeply entrenched. It is not a superficial phenomenon that is easy to change or 
intentionally shift (Schein, The Corporate Culture Survival Guide, 1999). 
Inclusive Organization Development 
 
 Inclusion is an organizational imperative due to several reasons: federal affirmative 
action and equal opportunity mandates, the changing nature of the available labor market, and 
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the increasing diversity of the consumer market (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). Organization 
development (OD) is organization-wide, planned change managed from the top and increases an 
organization’s effectiveness and health through planned interventions in the organizations 
process (Organization Development Network, 2020). “A stakeholder-orientation demands that 
OD secure outcomes that matter to and improve the quality of life for stakeholders” (Bierema, 
2010, p. 8).  
Inclusive organization development is the full integration of inclusive messages, 
behaviors, practices, policies, and cultural indicators into mainstream OD…. efforts in 
organizations (Church, Rotolo, Shull, & Tuller, 2014). The inclusive practice of OD requires 
challenging policies and practices that disenfranchise others and the analysis of power relations 
that facilitate change within the organization to create a culture of inclusion (Bierema, 2010; 
Church, Rotolo, Shull, & Tuller, 2014; Offerman & Basford, 2014; Wasserman, Gallegos, & 
Taylor, 2014; Jackson B. W., 2014). 
  Often, prevailing beliefs and values contribute to behaviors that become naturalized, 
taken for granted, and recognized as “the way things are” (Bierema, 2010, p. 34). Change 
requires unlearning old ways of thinking and behaving, accomplished best through a planned 
change process (Schein, 1999). In terms of creating inclusive organizational cultures, change 
involves shifting “mindsets and building partnerships across differences among groups who have 
long histories of mistrust and institutionalized bias” (Wasserman, Gallegos, & Taylor, 2014). 
Change that leverages diversity and an inclusive culture goes beyond just how people think and 
feel, but requires change at the systemic level (Wasserman, Gallegos, & Taylor, 2014; Kaplan & 
Donovan, 2013). 
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 Bailey and Jackson introduced the Multicultural Organization Development Model 
(MCOD) to create a roadmap for organizations ready to undergo transformational change to 
promote social inclusion (Jackson B. W., 2014; Jackson & Hardiman, 1994). “A change effort 
focused on social justice would emphasize elimination of racism…and other manifestations of 
social oppression or social injustice” (Jackson B. W., 2014, p. 176). The MCOD has several 
basic premises, including: individual conscious raising and training activities for individuals may 
be necessary but are not sufficient; organizations are neither good or bad, but exist on a 
continuum; the change process needs to be pursued with a clear vision of the “ideal” state 
derived from an internal assessment process; ownership of the MCOD process is a key to success 
as significant organizational change in social justice and diversity will only occur if there is 
someone monitoring and facilitating the process (Jackson B. W., 2014; Jackson & Hardiman, 
1994).  
 The MCOD model posits six stages of organizational evolution on a continuum from the 
exclusionary organization to the multicultural organization (Jackson B. W., 2014). Each stage 
describes “the consciousness and culture of an organization with regard to issues of social justice 
and diversity and where the organization is relative to becoming a multicultural organization 
(MCO)” (Jackson B. W., 2014, p. 181). Stage one is the exclusionary organization, which is 
committed to maintaining the dominant groups power and privilege (Jackson B. W., 2014; 
Jackson & Hardiman, 1994). “It is openly hostile to anything that might be seen as a concern for 
social justice or social diversity” (Jackson B. W., 2014, p. 181). Stage two, called “The Club”, is 
characterized by dominant group members maintaining power and privilege, but not openly 
advocating for the status quo (Jackson B. W., 2014; Jackson & Hardiman, 1994). “The Club 
allows a limited number of people from other social identity groups into the organization if they 
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have the ‘right’ perspective and credentials” (Jackson & Hardiman, 1994, p. 181). The 
Compliance organization is stage three. The compliance organization is committed to making 
some change and removing some of the discrimination but doing so without making any 
fundamental structural changes (Jackson B. W., 2014; Jackson & Hardiman, 1994). This usually 
takes the form or hiring increased numbers of non-majority staff, but at lower levels of the 
organization with only the occasionally token promotion (Jackson B. W., 2014; Jackson & 
Hardiman, 1994). Stage four, called the affirming organization, is an organization committed to a 
more active process of eliminating inherent power and privilege by recruiting and promoting 
members of non-majority groups and providing support for their development within the 
organization (Jackson B. W., 2014). Stage 5 of the MCOD model is the Redefining 
Organization, illustrated by a system in transition. The organization is not satisfied being socially 
just but committed to fully value social and cultural diversity (Jackson B. W., 2014; Jackson & 
Hardiman, 1994). The Multicultural Organization is stage six. It “reflects the contributions and 
interests of diverse cultural and social groups in its mission, operations, products, and services. It 
acts on a commitment to eradicate social oppression in all forms within the organization” 
(Jackson B. W., 2014, p. 183). 
As It Relates to This Study 
 
When Charles Wilson Peale opened his private collection, housed in his Philadelphia 
home, to the public, he created the first museum in the United States. Peale set out to challenge 
the great museums of Europe, demonstrating the might and the cultural richness of the newly 
created country (Levin, 2002; Schwarzer, 2006). The growth of museums in the United States 
mirrored economic and industrial trends within the country. Great men, and sometimes women, 
amassed great fortunes and collected objects from around the world that satisfied their intrigue 
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with that which was valuable or exotic (Schwarzer, 2006; Levin, 2002). Museum scholar Dr. 
Yuha Jung writes, “the fact that museums have been run by an elitist minority has affected what 
they have collected, how they have been managed, and for whom they have tailored their 
programs” (2014, p. 143).  
The narcissistic nature of museums in their foundational days ensured that museums 
reflected the values and norms of elite levels of United States culture. Duncan Cameron, noted 
museum professional, writes, “those segments of society with the power to do so at least created 
museums that were the temples within which they enshrined those things they held to be 
significant and valuable” (2012, p. 53). Museums, and their collections became an expression of 
the power of elite levels of society. As museums became respected repositories and knowledge 
producers, those who had the wealth and access to amass large collections became the forces for 
culture creation in the United States.  
As wealthy elite created museums as personal legacies to themselves, museums shifted to 
institutions with the public function of education (Schwarzer, 2006; Cameron, 2012). Scholars, 
academics, and “experts” researched the objects in museum collections and put forth narratives 
about the value and use of objects. As the collections became more readily available to the 
public, the interpretation by academics posed a problem. Cameron writes,  
the public collections were structured as models that could only be meaningful to those 
with an education in which they had been introduced to scientific systems of 
classification, to prevailing theories of history, or to the academic approach to art and art 
history. One might almost say that the private collectors had been replaced by an 
exclusive, private club of curators. (2012, p. 53) 
Elitism and exclusion became part of the DNA of museums in the late 19th century. The inability 
for lay-people to connect with the interpretation that academics presented in museums helped to 
solidify the norms and values of the dominant culture in museums, effectively creating systems, 
structures and habits of mind that ignored social inclusion. Jung writes, “The authoritative Euro-
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centric discourse and elitist notion that museums are for the culturally "refined" remain unspoken 
but also unchallenged among many in the museum world” (2014, p. 145). 
  As such, museums became institutions created by the academic elite, but with the 
professed public function of education. The perception of museum collections shifted from 
collectors’ personal treasures to public cultural property. Along with that came the expectation 
that the public understood and agreed that the collections represented their aesthetic tastes, 
values, and interests. Cameron writes, “The public generally accepted the idea that if it was in 
the museums, it was not only real but represented a standard of excellence. If the museum said 
that this and that was so, then that was the statement of truth” (2012, p. 53). Founders of an 
organization create the culture (Schein, 2010). Museums likely internalized this elitism into the 
foundational cultures that exist within the organizations.  
In effect, museums assumed the role of an Ideological State Apparatus (ISA). Originally 
proposed by Louis Althusser, ISA’s “exist mostly within civil society and ensure that the state 
reaches into and controls that part of life” (Brookfield, 2004, p. 74). Critical theorist Dr. Stephen 
Brookfield goes on to say, “Education as an ideological state apparatus works to ensure the 
perpetuation of dominant ideology not so much by teaching values that support that ideology but 
more by immersing students in ideological determined practices” (2004, pp. 74-75). As museums 
assumed a public education function, they presented cultural narratives developed and presented 
by an exclusive, elitist, academic core of professionals. Museum scholars Robertson and Cohen 
write, “Consequently, the management and display of museum objects involves one or more 
epistemological commitments signifying what constitutes legitimate knowledge in our wider 
social environments” (Robertson & Cohen, 2014, p. 266). The foundational nature of museums 
as elitist organizations, with collections amassed by the wealthy, white and highly privileged, 
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predominantly men, in the United States, resulted in museums that present elitist, privileged 
narratives (Robertson & Cohen, 2014; Sandell, 2011). These narratives shape the development of 
wider social norms and interactions and “play a part in shaping normative truths and social 
relations, as well as in framing the ways in which visitors and society more broadly view and 
discuss contemporary social and moral issues” (Sandell, 2011, p. 135). 
The elitist nature of museums and the ability to create and present narratives as truth 
facilitated the development of museums as instruments of oppression. Museum activist nikhil 
trivedi writes, “"the act of one social group using power or privilege for its own benefit while 
disempowering, marginalizing, silencing and subordinating another group" (trivedi, 2015 as cited 
in The National Campus and Community Radio Association, n.d.). Derald Wing Sue identifies 
two types of oppression. The first is oppression by force, coercion, or duress. The second form is 
oppression by deprivation (Sue, 2010). Museums have exercised both types of oppression. 
Within collecting practices, objects and artifacts were often obtained through dubious means. 
“Collectors” used deception and more direct means, such as theft, to obtain objects from source 
communities. This extraction of culture resulted in loss of identity and cultural traditions for 
many communities. Museums practiced the second form of oppression by depriving source 
communities of not only access, but correct and authentic interpretation of the objects in museum 
collections (Sue, 2010). In essence, museums lacked the collections to accurately represent 
source communities and museum professionals lacked the cultural knowledge to present 
narratives that reflected the various cultures represented in the United States (Schwarzer, 2006). 
As museums elevated the cultural norms of the privileged class, they subordinated the culture of 
those not represented in museums to the dominant culture. Lack of diversity within museum staff 
allows for control over the assets of museums to a very limited demographic. This control over 
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how the museum represents various diverse communities and access to resources as a societal 
institution by museums results in a form of oppression. (trivedi, 2015).  
The evolution of the ethos of museums from collectors of the exotic and beautiful, to 
preservers of cultures, to the creators of knowledge all rested on the foundation of white 
privilege. Noted author on Microaggressions, Derald Wing Sue, writes, “White privilege is the 
term used to describe the unearned benefits and advantages that automatically accrue to Whites 
by virtue of their skin color” (2010, p. 125). Systemic or institutional discrimination is a set of 
“practices that result in outcomes that are substantially worse for some groups than for others. 
This structural bias is passed on from generation to generation, through informal policies and 
practices, and negative outcomes accumulate” (Barndt, 2007, pp. 332-333). As the practices of 
elitism, extractive collecting practices, academic curatorial voice, and the presentation of an 
exclusive narrative by museums became accepted practice, it begs the question “Did these 
concepts of white privilege and oppression that museums projected outwardly to their audience 
become embedded into organizational culture of museums?” 
Similarly, museums have struggled to hire and retain people of color in the workforce. A 
2015 report by the Association of American Art Museum directors reported that 84% of 
professional positions in museums are held by whites (Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, 2015). 
“The limited minority presence in the professional ranks of America’s cultural institutions is a 
sad comment on the museum profession’s inability to create a permanent workforce that reflects 
the diversity of this nation” (Bunch III L. , 2010). “The real issue at stake is that people act on 
their beliefs and these are shaped by their knowledge of the world, itself the result of social 
processes. The reality they perceive and endorse is a social construction regardless of how well it 
engages with and represents the wider world and other peoples view of that world” (Robertson & 
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Cohen, 2014, p. 270). A homogenous workforce can create situations of group think (Kaplan & 
Donovan, 2013; Barndt, 2007). Colorblind racism is covert and buried in the unconscious 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Barndt, 2007; Sue, 2010). This study helps investigate to see if 
predominantly white museum workforce could have adopted views of colorblind racism as part 
of the naturalized way to engage with non-dominant employees, or tacit assumptions buried 
within the culture (Schein, 2010), and how museum professionals of color may experience that 
culture.  
Museums are increasingly working to address race issues on an institutional level but are 
ignoring the fact that the culture of museums creates an environment where visitors of color do 
not feel welcome (Incluseum, 2015). At the same time, a predominantly white workforce could 
lead to unchecked microaggressions and manifestations of colorblind racism. Museums, in 
effect, have embedded white ways of working and thinking as the default ways of working and 
thinking. Museums have internalized an ideology based on white normativity where whiteness is 
“rendered both normalized and invisible: (Heller, trivedi, & Jones-Rizzi, 2020).  
Critical theory helps museums interrogate culture and practice. Critical race theory 
highlights where museums have embedded racism into the structural components of the 
institutions (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Closson, 2010; Sue, 2010; Barndt, 2007). Critical 
human resource development (HRD) examines the processes of talent management to better 
understand where inequities, bias, and discrimination are at play (Fenwick, 2004). Utilizing both 
CRT and critical HRD helps museum change agents better understand how these systems may 
impact museum professionals of color and if there is a need for systemic changes to dismantle 
the institutional and colorblind racism that may have become entrenched in museums culture. 
Through a deeper understanding of the lived experience of museum professionals of color, this 
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study creates a deeper understanding of how museum professionals of color experience the 
organizational culture of museums.  
Similarly, the concepts of organizational justice and inclusive organizations cultures help 
us better understand the elements of a just, fair, and inclusive organization culture. Grounding 
this study in a clear vision of the desired state compares the current state of museums to that 
which is desired (Jackson B. W., 2014; Schein, 2010; Bierema, 2010). These concepts allow for 
questions related to distributive, procedural, and interactional justice, as well as feelings of 
belonging and inclusion and illuminates the levels of justice and inclusion (or lack thereof) 
within museums.  
The principles of Organizational Development, particularly Multicultural Organization 
Development, ensure that systems within museums get as much scrutiny as do individual and 
organizational cultures. The focus on systems fosters a deeper understanding of how racism may 
be operating on an organizational level, embedded into the systems that support the everyday 
function of the museum. It also provides the MCOD model to which museum professionals of 
color may be able to give a personal assessment of the stage of development of their museum.  
Overall, exploring the lived experience of museum professionals of color is new research 
that provides a missing piece to the puzzle. My motivation for this study stems from working 
within museum spaces where I have experienced the ideology of white normativity. Throughout 
my career, I have directly experienced the concepts outlined above in this literature review. 
These sensitizing concepts are a result of my first-hand experience within museums as well as 
numerous conversations with POC museum professionals within my network. As laid out in the 
literature review above, the landscape of racism in the United States has been researched and 
documented (Barndt, 2007; Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Brookfield, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; 
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Closson, 2010; Dovidio & Gaertner, 2005; Sue, 2010; Parker & Stovall, 2004). Institutional 
racism and colorblind racism operate daily. Critical theory, particularly critical race theory and 
critical human resource development are schools of thought that seek to address power 
imbalance neutral forms of racial discrimination in organizations (Parker & Stovall, 2004; 
Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Closson, 2010; Fenwick, 2004). Scholarship on inclusive climates 
and organizational cultures has flourished in the last several decades, showing a shift from an 
emphasis on numbers of diverse employees and compliance-based cultures, to cultures that are 
inclusive of all staff (Ferdman, 2014; Winters, 2014; Wheeler, 2014; Wasserman, Gallegos, & 
Taylor, 2014; Offerman & Basford, 2014; Nishii & Rich, 2014; Church, Rotolo, Shull, & Tuller, 
2014). Running on parallel lines, calls for more diversity and inclusion in museums have 
increased in the last several decades (American Alliance of Museums, 2017; American 
Association of Museums, 1992; American Association of Museum, 1984; American Association 
of Museums, 1996; American Association of Museums, 2002; Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, 
2015). Organizational Justice is a field of study that focuses on creating a deeper understanding 
of fairness and justice in organizations and the impact that those concepts have on employees 
(Cropanzano & Byrne, 2001; Cropanzano & Wright, 2003; Cropanzano, Byrne, Bobocel, & 
Rupp, 2001; DiTomaso, Post, & Parks-Yancy, 2007; Folger & Greenberg, 1985; Fortin & 
Fellenz, 2007; Graen G. B., 1976; Greenberg, 1993; Leventhal, 1980; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Miller 
& Turnbull, 1986; Roberson & Stevens, 2006; Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005; Tajfel, 1982; 
Thibut & Walker, 1975). Organization Development and Multicultural Organization 
Development are professional fields that deal with creating planned, sustained change within 
organizations (Jackson B. W., 2014; Schein, 2010; Schein, 1999; Bierema, 2010; Church, 
Rotolo, Shull, & Tuller, 2014). The information that museums need to activate these concepts in 
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a way to create real, sustainable change is the impact that the ideology of white normativity has 
on museum professionals of color. This study creates a better understanding of that question by 
exploring the lived experience of museum professionals of color within the current museum field 
in the United States.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
Introduction to Methodology 
 
The literature review identified several contextual elements that impact equity and inclusion in 
our society. Racism, in its modern and structural forms, impact societal institutions and often 
become the target of diversity, equity and inclusion initiatives. White normativity was outlined 
as the environment from which these initiatives are created. Also included in the literature 
review was several frameworks often utilized to examine racism within organizations, including 
Critical Race Theory, Critical Human Resource Development, and Organizational Justice. 
Within the field of Organizational Development, Multicultural OD has emerged as a 
methodology to root out racism while applying OD principles to the change efforts. What is 
missing is the application or investigation of the convergence of these concepts within the 
museum field and the impact they have on the lived experience of museum professionals of 
color. The study creates a deeper understanding of how POC museum professionals experience 
white normativity in museums in the United States. A qualitative design and grounded theory 
approach allow for the discovery of patterns within the data collected through interviews and the 
development of a theory based on the lived experience of a particular population, in this case, 
museum professionals of color.  
 
Rationale for Grounded Theory and Qualitative Research Methodology 
 
 This study was a qualitative analysis designed to examine the nature of a group of 
people’s experiences with a phenomenon, mainly the ideology of white normativity in museums 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). More specifically, grounded theory methods allowed for the 
development of an original theory for possible reasons why museums struggle to hire and retain 
museum professionals of color, based on the findings of the research project (Charmaz, 2014; 
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Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Grounded theory provided a systematic, yet flexible methodology to 
construct new theories based on collecting and analyzing qualitative data (Charmaz, 2014). This 
study emphasized the perspective of POC museum professionals to gain a deeper understanding 
of their lived experience within the organizational culture of museums. A single museum does 
not exist that would have enough staff to conduct interviews at a single institution, however, the 
study was bounded by racial and ethnic identity, of which people of color make up less than 10% 
of those that hold museum professional jobs (Center for the Future of Museums, 2010).  
 A qualitative approach was appropriate for this study since I seek to better understand the 
lived experience of a certain group within a particular environment. A study of this phenomenon 
does not exist according to my knowledge, so I constructed a theory based on the experiences of 
the participants of the study.  “A grounded theory is one that is inductively derived for the study 
of the phenomenon it represents. That is, it is discovered, developed, and provisionally verified 
through systematic data collection and analysis of data pertaining to that phenomenon (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990, p. 23). Charmaz (2014) builds upon the work of Straus and Corbin, detailing the 
methodological framework for the design, data collection, analysis, and representation of a 
grounded theory study. Grounded theorists seek to understand what their research participants’ 
lives are like and how they rationalize their actions and statements by collecting data with the 
goal of developing a theoretical analysis from the outset of the research project. This study used 
a constructivist interpretive approach, recognizing that I am not a neutral observer, or a value-
free expert. It is important for me to examine how my privileges and preconceptions may shape 
the analysis, “but also means that [my] values shape the very facts that [I] can identify” (2014, p. 
13). This study focused more on subjective data collection and analysis of words and 
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experiences, rather than objective collection of data using a tool and analysis of numbers, making 
a qualitative study the correct choice (Gliner, Morgan, & Leech, 2017). 
 There are four general stages of grounded theory research. The first step was to gather 
data through interviews, documents, and thick description (Charmaz, 2014; Strauss & Corbin, 
1990). Second, notetaking captured the data I have collected. The third stage was coding, or 
analysis and categorization of the information. During this stage, I began to make sense of the 
data, noticing emerging themes and patterns. The final stage was memo writing, where theory 
construction occurs.  
 The evidence that increasing diversity in the museum workforce strongly indicates that 
current efforts to create inclusive work patterns and practices are not adequate. However, 
museums continue to approach the issue of hiring and retaining museum professionals of color 
by addressing the tactics, rather than questioning the underlying assumptions that may, in fact, be 
the actual barrier to success (Argyris, 1995). A grounded theory study to gain a deeper 
understanding of the experiences of POC museum professionals highlighted a number of those 
assumptions about museums and how the ideology of white normativity impacts the very 
segment of the workforce they want to invite into their ranks.  
 Intensive interviews (Charmaz, 2014), conducted with POC museum professionals 
offered insights, perspective and experiences that shape the necessary interventions for sustained 
change within museum hiring and retention practices. New information and previously 
unexplored views about how the organizational culture of museums illuminates new barriers not 
previously considered prior to this study.  
Participant Population 
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This study drew participants from museums across the United States. The phenomenon 
researched is one that, based on my 14 years of diversity and equity work in museums, is broad 
and experienced by museums professionals across the country. In addition, the stark lack of 
diversity in museums across the county would make it nearly impossible to draw enough 
museum professionals of color to rely solely on one museum, or even a handful of museums.  
Recruitment of Participants 
 
 Participants were recruited using a snowball methodology. Snowball sampling is a 
convenience sampling method, applied when it is difficult to access subjects with target 
characteristics (Naderifar, Goli, & Ghaljaie, 2017). Throughout my museum career, I have 
participated in several groups that are comprised of primarily museum professionals of color. I 
was a founding member of Museums and Race and Museums as Sites for Social Action (MASS 
Action). These groups work to develop programming and resources to increase diversity, equity, 
and inclusion in the museum field. I engaged members of these groups in the research study and 
utilized the connections of those participants to identify more potential museum professionals.  
 The snowball sample elicited responses from thirty-nine participants. Twenty-nine 
participants identified as Black, while smaller samples of Latinx and Asian American museum 
professionals also participated. I interviewed twenty-seven women and twelve men. Participants 
represented several generations. Ten participants identified as millennials, while 17 identified as 
Generation X and eight identified as the Baby Boomer generation. Participants spanned a 
continuum of years of service from less than five years to over 30 years with an even 
distribution. Participants identified history and art museums more often than other types of 
museums. Fifteen participants identified history museums, while five identified art museums.  
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 I sent an email (Appendix A) to participants with summary information about the study, 
including the purpose and goals of the research. It clearly identified the research and the proper 
points of contact for any questions that prospective participants might have about the research. 
The email communicated the voluntary nature of the interview, the anonymity guaranteed to 
participants, and the availability of the study findings to those that participate.  
 Individuals interested in the study had the opportunity to meet with me prior to any 
interviews to better understand the research design, measures to ensure confidentiality, and other 
ethical considerations prior to providing informed consent. The research followed proper 
protocols to ensure anonymity for interview subjects to assure that information collected in the 
study cannot be attributed back to individuals, therefore alleviating anxiety about consequences 
for sharing information that might negatively portray a museum or organization. 
The study limited participants to those museum professionals that identify as a person of 
color. Participants self-identify as part of the informed consent process. As a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, many museums have experienced hardships that have resulted in 
furloughed staff and permanent staff reductions. For this study, I considered a museum 
professional that has worked in a museum in the last 12 months as eligible for this study.  
The number of participants for the study depended upon reaching theoretical saturation, 
described by Charmaz as “the point at which gathering more data about a theoretical category 
reveals no new properties nor yields any further theoretical insights about the emerging grounded 
theory” (2014, p. 345). I determined theoretical saturation by recognizing that gathering more 
data resulted in little or no new information. In grounded theory, analysis and coding of 
interview data occur throughout the process and commenced after the first interview. 
Ethical Considerations 
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 I obtained approval for this study through the University of St. Thomas Institutional 
Board Review (IRB). Participants that identify as Black or a person of color self-selected to 
participate in the study. Respect and confidentiality are critical to getting relevant and accurate 
information. I assigned a number to each participant for the duration of the study and omitted all 
personal identifiers from the final report. Each participant engaged in a conversation with me to 
review the design of the study and ask any questions prior to signing an informed consent form 
(Appendix B) prior to the interview.  
 Many of the professionals interviewed in this study are part of a small number of POC 
museum professionals in their organization. To eliminate the potential identification of a 
participant, the final report for the study does not include names of museums or organizations 
and the transcripts of interviews are treated as confidential, only accessible by me. The focus of 
this study was not to single out any one museum or organization, but to build a theory about the 
experience of museum professionals of color in museums in general. It is not critical to this study 
to name specific organizations. Participants will not receive compensation for their participation 
in the study.  
 
Data Collection and Instrumentation 
 
  Data for this project was collected through intensive interviewing (Charmaz, 2014). I 
conducted the interviews via Zoom interactive video technology, incorporating the use of a 
Zoom waiting room and a required password to protect participants privacy and confidentiality. I 
took care to build a rapport with each participant and try to limit the interviews to roughly 60 
minutes. 
 I structured the interview questions to allow the participants to share their lived 
experiences as POC professionals that work within the ideology of white normativity in 
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museums. See Appendix C for the interview questions. I designed the questions to elicit personal 
experiences and observations related to the phenomenon under study. The use of open-ended 
questions was intentional to encourage open sharing of experiences.  
 I recorded the Zoom interviews and explained the use of the Zoom record function to 
participants in advance. This allowed me to use active listening skills and techniques and focus 
on generating follow-up questions to explore topics more deeply during the interview. I 
transcribed the interview recordings.   
Data Analysis 
 
 I analyzed the data obtained through the intensive interview process in accordance with 
the coding process and memo writing as defined by Charmaz (2014). I began with initial coding 
using a line-by-line approach. This type of coding “helps to define implicitly meanings and 
actions, gives researchers directions to explore, spurs making comparisons between data, and 
suggests emergent links between processes in the data to pursue and check” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 
121). Line-by-line coding allowed me to avoid becoming so immersed in research participants 
worldviews that they become accepted without question (Charmaz, 2014).  
After initial coding, I identified the most significant and frequent codes from the initial 
coding phase and applied focused coding methods to identify emergent themes. Focused coding 
requires decisions about which initial codes make the most analytic sense to categorize your data 
inclusively and completely (Charmaz, 2014). Focused coding also helped me to check any 
preconceptions about the topic as codes emerge across various interviews.  
I analyzed the data through axial coding to identify relationships and dimensions of 
emerging theory. In the axial coding phase, data broken down and analyzed in the previous 
coding stages was reassembled to give coherence to the emerging analysis. This process helped 
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me apply an analytical frame to the data through making connections and relationships between 
various pieces of information. As the data is pieced back together based on relationship, 
theoretical coding helped to interpret and theorize the data (Charmaz, 2014).  
Data analysis began after the first interview took place and the coding was an iterative 
process, utilizing my reflections and the ability to revisit data for further analysis throughout the 
process. The use of open-ended questions assisted with mitigating my bias in the study. This type 
of question results in the use of description and stories provided by the participants.  
Summary 
 
 The culture of an organization is important for the retention of employees. As we have 
seen in the previous chapters, museums have been instruments of establishing Westernized, 
White Culture dominant norms that permeate the culture of the United States. A reasonable 
question that follows is whether or not museums have also incorporated those cultural norms into 
the shared values and beliefs, and by extension, the very way that museums operate. If the 
accepted beliefs and practices of museums is built on white normativity, there is a negative effect 
on the retention of museum professionals of color. This study helped to illuminate the lived 
experience of POC museum professionals to build a theory to gain a deeper understanding of that 
experience. While the museum field calls for more diversity in the workforce, a deeper 
understanding of the experience of current museum professionals of color is helpful to shape 
changes in museum practice and culture to retain a diverse workforce more successfully.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 
 
Increasing diversity in the museum workforce necessitates deeper cultural change. 
Simply hiring more staff that fit various identity descriptors is not enough. The purpose of this 
study was to better understand how museum professionals of color experience the organizational 
norms of museums. Deepening the understanding of this impact can help the field create a better 
understanding of necessary solutions to increase levels of inclusion within organizational 
cultures, allowing for more authenticity in the workplace for POC museum professionals, and 
can help organizations fully realize the goals of a more diverse workforce 
Initial coding identified over 40 concepts in the interview data. Further coding grouped 
these concepts into broader themes. The themes include the impact felt by African American, 
Latinx, and Asian American museum professionals feel within museum culture, various elements 
of museum culture that are contributing factors to the impact, experiencing racism as a museum 
professional, the ability to bring one’s whole self to the workplace, and the performative nature 
of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) work in museums. My analysis looks at each theme 
and outlines the concepts within each theme.  
Impact of White Normativity 
 
 All 39 participants in the study outlined some negative impact on themselves due to 
working in museums. Many narrators felt some combination of a burden from being a POC 
museum professional, the expectations to speak for their entire race, working for future 
generations, working harder than white colleagues, correcting false narratives, and the 
importance of doing work in the present that will benefit future generations. Narrators talked 
about feeling oppression in museums, often in the form of being tokenized or exploited. Several 
narrators highlighted experiences of gaslighting as well. Interviews also highlighted patterns of 
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internalized oppression by POC staff and a sense of imposter syndrome. Interviewees described 
the emotional and physical toll that they experience because of working within white normative 
spaces, as well as ways that they cope with these impacts.  
Feeling the Burden of Being POC in a Museum 
 
 One of the themes throughout the research study was that POC museum professionals 
carry an extra burden just by working in museums. One of the ways this perception manifested is 
in the perception that POC museum professionals take on extra work for DEI initiatives in 
addition to their regular job duties. Participant 2 shared how the work they do in DEI committees 
is in addition to their job duties.  
Technically, any of this committee work is not part of my job description. [My 
job] is mostly centered on programming, as you would expect for a director of 
education. We are in the middle of a process for how to revise my job description 
because it's just time to figure this out. I'm hoping that the extra work is 
something that can be discussed.  
 
Participant 19 also talked about the additional duties that they took on because of pushing for the 
museum to decenter whiteness:  
I wouldn't recommend it because it's too much work, but I just felt like I had to 
stop it until there were more people who were going to join my team of stopping 
it. Which is happening now. I get choked up because I was exhausted. I was 
exhausted. You know, I was exhausted. And I hung in there for years because 
people were listening to me. And the director even said to me, ‘you know, you're 
the moral compass of the museum’.  
 
Participant 35 shared a similar sentiment. They are not in a DEI role at their museum but talked 
about doing that type of work anyways.  
So, I would say to myself, well, this is true for me and should be true for other 
people like me. I've always been a fighter and someone who values being a 
trailblazer and so as disappointing and as aggravating as everything has been, I 
always assume my role to be that, you know, a mentor or, you know, a leader or 
somebody who can fight for and through and about this, knowing that the status 
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quo is the status quo if it's not challenged. As long as I had the breath and the 
energy and the will to do that, then it was going to happen.  
 
Another respondent talked about extra work that comes with the dynamic of continually having 
to prove yourself within the museum culture:  
Participant 5: it's like I have to continue to prove like I have to bring Information 
and, you know, to get this buy in to get them and you know it can take You know, 
like I can say that one thing took me like a whole year to even push that 
continuing work that that we do in the field. 
 
 A number of narrators talked about extra work, but in relation to white colleagues. They 
felt that they needed to work harder than white colleagues because of the culture.  
Participant 12: Well, it makes the work…I have a hill to climb, that's what it 
seems like for me I've got a mountain to overcome that others don't have. We 
define that today as privilege on the other side that they don't have the same 
mountains. They don't have the same barriers…So they are more likely to get 
accepted in programming and collections and exhibits and all of those things… I 
think I just have to work a little bit harder, you know, to be able to make sure that 
stories that have not been told to audiences are told, and the museum serves 
people who have not been served, and people who have not been given an 
opportunity to see careers in a museum.  
 
Participant 37 talked about younger museum professionals: 
 
I do think it's a struggle for some of our younger folks because I just don't believe 
they get the same tools that we got. It's not their fault. We had to get some 
backing by working three times harder to do this, that, and another. You can't let 
them get you down. You have to keep pushing. 
 
In another interview, Participant 22 referenced the lack of understanding of the extra work 
phenomenon by white colleagues:  
Participant 22: That is a problem…for people to assume ‘oh yeah they are just, 
just like us’, but they don't realize just how much effort it takes to be at their level. 
Or what they think is their level. Right? The other thing that comes to mind for 
me is about education in terms of, you know, where we're at with trying to fit in. 
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The opportunity to participate in DEI work is often available in museums. Many of the 
participants in this study volunteered to participate because the work is needed and, often, DEI 
work is set up as an add-on activity in museums. The choice to participate in DEI work added 
more work responsibility for many of the research participants.  
 
 The burden of an individual representing their whole race was also a recurring theme in 
the interviews. This emerged in a couple of ways. First, being the only POC person in the room 
for various meetings or projects often put that person in a hard position.  
Participant 21: I have to accept part of it, because if I sit in a meeting and folks 
may differ from me [and conversation starts about] what do you think Black 
people want? Initially I started thinking if I don't speak for Black people, they're 
going to just do what they want to do anyway. So, you do that… you get into a 
habit of speaking for Black people. 
 
Another respondent offered a similar perspective: 
 
Participant 9: It's hard to be able to look up from what I was doing 
and…understand that I was often the only person of my kind in the institution at 
the table doing this work or going to conferences and talking to…other people of 
color  
 
Participant 39 offered their perspective:  
 
I will say it's a lot more conscious than subtle because again I’m always aware 
that I'm the only Black person in the room… that is what is seen first and that's 
how people see me. I don't just blend into the room, with everyone else, because 
when I open my mouth, it is because people are expecting that [I speak for my 
race] and I've had to say this to colleagues that I am not speaking for all Black 
people. I'm speaking for me. 
 
Some participants felt that burden of being a POC museum professional in relation to the need to 
succeed in their position. They felt that if they failed, there would be a lasting impact on the 
willingness of their museum to have a DEI role. Participant 3 remarked that if they failed, that 
may impact the desire to have a position related to DEI: 
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I know I shouldn't bear that responsibility, but I feel like all the eyes are on me. If 
I'm not successful in this newly created position, in this new role with this new 
title, you know, then that means how long before somebody else is put in a 
position to where they can actually affect change.  
 
Participant 22 also shared a burden from a sense of failure in their position:  
 
The moment that you become the only person of color, you've heard this story 
over and over again, a lot gets put on your shoulders. You are the person who is 
supposed to do this [work] and if you bomb, it's terrible. You're failing yourself 
and everybody else.  
 
Research also highlighted thoughts about being the only POC museum professional in a room or 
on a project that needed to have input from diverse perspectives:  
 
Participant 7: And I remember those meetings with all the people who make 
decisions on the exhibitions work. You would have from every department, right, 
you will have access to heads, and you would have around the table 26 or 27 
and…the only racialized person was me on an exhibition about Apartheid. 
 
Participant 17 took it even further, feeling a responsibility to make sure audiences saw 
themselves represented in the work of the museum:  
I know how important it is for me to be within museum spaces. I know how 
important it is for me to be there, as much as I got frustrated with being a museum 
educator. Especially… when there would be Black kids coming for a tour and 
they saw somebody who looked like me and who talked like me giving them a 
tour of this grand place. You know, it's so magical to them. …What it means for 
the audience's that I work with, which have been young Black women and 
predominantly Black men. To see somebody come in and talk to them about art 
that looks like them, even if we haven't had all of the same shared experiences, 
there's enough common ground there in the way in which I present myself and the 
way in which I talk about the artwork. I know that relationship and that 
relatability is important. I know that is what has kept me in the Museum and Art 
Space despite all of the other mess that's associated with it. 
 
The ideology of white normativity in museums often positions POC museum professionals to be 
perceived as the sole representative of their race. This feeling is the result of several different 
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motivations on the part of the staff member, but the burden is carried into the work of the staff 
member in similar ways.  
 In contrast to the perception that POC museum professionals are positioned as the sole 
representative of their race by white colleagues, the burden of doing DEI work to benefit future 
generations of POC communities emerged as a theme. Whereas the burden of sole representation 
is generated by the perceptions of white colleagues, the burden to benefit future generations is an 
intrinsically generated burden, but in response to the transformative change that needs to happen 
within the museum space.  
Participant 21: Emotionally, I spent a lot of time in a constant struggle. The needs 
of white people and Black people oftentimes are different, especially when we're 
talking about ideas and programs things… I'm really about how to make the 
future better. How do we make the future?  
 
Participant 19 felt like participant 21, but expressed it in stronger terms:  
I'm tired of hearing a lot of racist shit and I'm tired of ignorance. There's so much 
ignorance. It's never going to go away in my lifetime. It's not going to go in your 
life and your son's lifetime and your baby son. You know my grandson is six. It's 
not going to go away [in his lifetime], but I'm going to chip away at it. 
 
Participant 22 expressed feelings about obligation to the next generation of POC museum 
professionals:  
 
I feel there's a particular obligation. I hope that there's a particular obligation for 
professionals of color who are of an older generation to open as many doors as 
possible and help cement the careers of those younger than them.  
 
 One last concept related to the burden of POC museum staff that emerged during the 
research study was feeling an obligation to correct the cultural narrative and stress related to the 
inability to create the needed changes.  
Participant 23: …someone once told me…you have a lot of power because you're 
the person who people are looking to for truth. That really stuck with me. I 
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thought about that term and little kids coming in, like, you're the museum lady. It 
must be real if she says it's real. As somebody who's been interested in those 
histories that we're missing, right? Where are [my] people? How do we not just 
survive but thrive in our own little ways and find joy? I'm really thinking about 
erasure of information and how can I be as responsible as I can be with sharing 
the information I know because so much information has been held back from 
people of color.  
 
Another respondent used an example of a situation where they felt that they needed to be a 
constructive force for intervening in the development of an exhibit narrative:  
Participant 10: Or sometimes when the museum decides to do something that is 
let's say Asian American. If it's completely tone deaf, then I often feel like I need 
to say something and be constructive about [advocating for change]. I feel like 
that is my role as somebody working in the museum field because you know 
there's not that many of us.  
 
Participant 21 echoed these same beliefs, but the words they chose are a stark reminder of how 
the burden of being a POC museum professional impacts individuals in the field:  
 
…there are times, brother, when early in the morning I'm lying in my bed crying. 
Crying because I feel like I can't make things move the way I want them to move 
because what I know my community needs. Because I hear it. What I know they 
need. I'm trying to use my position to make that happen. 
 
These concepts outlined above are carried like a weight by POC museum professionals as they 
go about their workday, but also as they go back to their communities at the end of the day. 
There is clear evidence that the ideology of white normativity contributes to this burden for these 
individuals.  
Feeling the Oppression of Whiteness 
 
 In addition to the burden carried by POC museum professionals, participants also shared 
feelings of oppression within their museum spaces. Throughout the interviews, narrators talked 
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both about feelings of oppression and how it impacted them, as well as actions and behaviors 
that seemed oppressive. Participant 3 remarked:  
I [feel] like I'm invisible. I'm not seen. I am dehumanized just like my ancestors. I 
feel that I am there to serve a purpose and to perform a duty. Beyond that, they 
really don't care what's going on in my life or in my world. It's been extremely, 
extremely hard with the civil unrest, the cries for justice. I feel like I'm being 
exploited and that my pain is for somebody else's entertainment, almost.  
 
Stereotypes played a role in how POC museum professionals felt the oppression within the 
museum space:  
Participant 16: Whether you meant any harm, I'm trying to tell you about your 
impact and then it's just swept to the side. There's the lonely nervousness about it. 
There's the insecurity that comes with it and then it's that sometimes you have to 
shrink back, you have to hold back, if you will, because you're trying to not come 
off as the angry Black woman. You're trying not to add any more negativity to 
your community because of the stereotypes that are there. And so sometimes it 
does feel like I'm being boxed in. 
 
Participant 1 was very direct in how they expressed their feelings of oppression:  
 
I worked at a predominantly white Mixed arts center. It was an extremely white 
organization and I really felt oppressed by whiteness there and I brought it up a 
couple of times to really deaf ears. 
 
The oppression from white normativity was described as violence against the POC museum 
professionals in a couple of instances, for example:  
Participant 6: I found I was operating in highly fixed stagnant structures and that 
way of being was that it was acceptable to the point where it was almost a 
violence against how I could show up. Not even almost violence. It was a 
violence against whether or not I showed up with my hair natural or whether or 
not I use certain words. It was determined that I should code switch as a Black 
person.  
 
Participant 7 gave a visceral explanation of how the oppression manifested with them physically 
in their interview:  
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Going into the museum sector, made me open my eyes. That's when I realized this 
is bullshit. This is exactly like what racism feels like, and it's difficult. You feel it 
in your chest. I feel that oppression but from the system outside, but I feel it inside 
my body. I feel that pressure in the mornings when I wake up.  
 
In addition to the feelings of oppression that white normativity in museums caused for POC 
museum professionals in this study, several examples of behaviors emerged in the interviews as 
well.  
Participant 25: Years ago, back in the 1980s, I went to a week-long professional 
development program, and we had to play various roles. Most of us [in the 
program] were either directors or curators or educators. When they were giving 
out the roles, the white man became the director and Director of Development, 
etc. There was a position that was for a security guard and everyone said, well 
that's the position for me. It was the assumption that's the role that an African 
American should play. 
 
Participant 22 described being hired because of their identities, rather than their capabilities. 
They were told:  
would you believe that you were chosen for this job because they could check off 
two ethnicities and that that was a good thing. I don't know what you call that I 
just know that doesn't make me feel great. That takes away my capabilities and 
what I bring to the table. 
 
An even more egregious example was shared by Participant 24:  
And I did [the project] all myself without my supervisor. The board members 
reviewed the project and then asked me to explain this one aspect of the project. 
My white male supervisor jumped in and said, “Oh, no, no. I know what they 
think I'll explain it.” And it was just like “Okay, okay. I had found out that 
morning about Alton Sterling being murdered. Then right before that meeting, I 
found out about Philando Castille. I was just sort of sitting in that meeting just 
going, why am I even here. There are so many things I could be doing right now. 
People are trying to actively kill people who look like me and my father and my 
brother and my uncles and my cousins and my Black friends. They're just, they're 
just trying to kill us. And I got these people sitting here trivializing the work that 
THE BURDEN WE CARRY 
 
 79 
I'm doing to make Black people's history actually important. I got this white guy 
who won't even let me speak for myself, for my own work. 
 
This last example illustrates the situation that occurs for many POC museum professionals. Not 
only did the white normativity of their museum allow for ignorance to the impact that external 
events could have on an individual, but the white normative patterns of behavior also created 
further feelings of oppression for that individual.   
Feeling Tokenized by Whiteness 
 
 It was clear from the interviews that many POC museum professionals are highly aware 
that many of the gains they make in museums are symbolic. Tokenism was another concept that 
surfaced throughout many of the interviews.  
Participant 34: There was a lot of tokenism. That was very, very rampant. For the 
longest time I think I was one of two Black people who worked there, and one of 
five or six people of color more generally speaking. [At times] it was as if we're 
going to trot out the Black people who work for us, so it doesn't look like we have 
no Black people working for us. 
 
Participant 36 shared a similar sentiment in their interview:  
 
I've seen it in a lot of ‘fill in the blank’ big museums, where they're putting 
somebody in there, but they don't want to say it's a feel-good type of situation. It's 
more [a case of] if we put this African American curator in the face of the public, 
we won't get dinged so much. It's unsafe for that African American curator to be 
in that space because the museum hasn't put any training or anything like that for 
their staff so they're doing microaggressive, racist things and still treating this 
person who is very high up as if they are low level. The idea in the organization is 
we're just there to be a token.  
 
Participant 6 shared an example of tokenism in the hiring process:  
 
Well, I think it speaks to the hiring of the Latino woman because they clearly 
articulated they wanted somebody who was bicultural and bilingual, not because 
they valued all of her expertise but because they needed their representation in 
order to feel like they have legitimacy for the project they were doing. 




Participant 8 works for a museum with only two people of color on staff. They gave an example 
of when the museum created its diversity council. They said, “The museum started a diversity 
committee for its board. They picked this board member to be on it and guess who were the other 
two people they picked to be on it? Me and the only other person of color”. Another participant 
tried to be a bit more optimistic, but couldn’t help but feel tokenization in their organization:  
Participant 2: I try not to feel tokenized, but sometimes I have had strange things 
happen to me. Some would say racist things and I'm just always taken aback. I'm 
suddenly reminded “Oh yes I'm different.” It runs the gamut from people who are 
just clueless to visiting artists saying things like, “Oh, you're much darker than I 
thought you'd be.” What's that even mean? Is that racist. I think that might be 
racist. 
 
Feeling tokenized had several participants in the study questioning the intent and motivations 
behind the DEI work at their museums. Some participants developed even more negative 
perceptions of their organizations as a result.  
Feeling Exploitation within White Normative Spaces 
 
Exploitation of POC museum professionals was a theme that emerged during the 
interviews. Many staff felt that when a museum needed to show solidarity with the African 
American community or other POC communities, the organization’s staff that are POC became 
much more important at that time. Some participants felt hurt and angry by the exploitation, 
while others saw these moments as opportunity for their voice to be heard. Participant 7 
remarked: “…it's so clear how they exploit you. It's like a dirty rag. After they used you, they 
just throw you away. And that hurts. And that really hurts”. Participant 33 shared their thoughts, 
saying, “Do I think it's exploitative? 100%. Do I think the organizations who are trying to make 
this change think of it that way? No. I think they think that's why we hired you. And that's a huge 
catch 22”. 
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Participant 15 shared thoughts about the motivation on the part of the museum. They said, “They 
need the Black person to justify that they’re cool. They’re okay They’re good”. When asked 
about exploitation in their museum, Participant 8 shared thoughts about it being a larger trend in 
museums:  
No, no, [exploitation is] the exact word that would use. I think my colleague feels 
that more than me. They are younger. They’re taking it a little bit more of that. I 
think that the diversity trend in museums is at the end of the day, some museums 
just need to fill in blanks so that can get grants. 
 
The issue of ensuring that you have enough POC staff to meet certain funding guidelines 
surfaced in other interviews as well: 
Participant 16: One way in which they [exploit staff] is funding because when you 
get the federal money, you have to be able to prove that you've met a certain 
federal guideline of having marginalized people in your organization. For years, 
being at this organization, I used to laugh because you really think I'm stupid. I 
know why I'm here. You're getting money. Please do not think I don't know that 
I'm the reason you're getting a large sum of the money that you're getting because 
you can say, oh, we we've met that criteria. She's Black and she's a woman. I'm 
not stupid. You play the game, and you go along because you're trying to make 
sure your representation is there.  
 
Participant 21 echoed those thoughts:  
 
Yes, I do share that experience. More often than not, my experience has been 
exploitation because they're at least savvy enough to understand the optics, right? 
They understand the optics. But that is some of the harmful stuff because I'm 
good enough to pull out when a donor is coming and wants to cut a check, but I'm 
not good enough to sit at the table to talk about what we do with the money that 
the donor cuts the check for.  
 
 During the summer of 2020, the country saw high levels of civil unrest in the wake of the 
murder of George Floyd. Many of the research study participants witnessed museum leadership 
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reaching out to Black staff to help create the perception that the museum was standing in 
solidarity with Black communities. Again, many narrators felt this was exploitation as well.  
 
Participant 28: When Racism comes up or events like this past summer, the 
assassination of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, that's when they're like, okay, 
we don't know this. No, we don't know this story as we think we do. And so now 
let's get our Black employees to do the work for us. And then once this dies down, 
we’ll fall back into normalcy 
 
Participant 35 added their thoughts on the topic:  
 
For them to pick up the phone or on a zoom call and say, “hey, can you help us 
with a statement”? Tell us about everything you know about The Black Lives 
Matter movement and what does it mean to museums. We will put this in a 
statement, but we're not going to pay you. So, it is absolutely exploitative. 
 
 Often, POC museum professionals recognize the actions of their museum as exploitation, 
but again, the importance of having representation and working to offset the embedded whiteness 
in museum work is more important than pushing back on the exploitation.  
Another phenomenon related to exploitation emerged as well. Many staff saw an 
opportunity to gain visibility or to be heard, even though they understood the exploitative nature 
of the situation. Participant 9 remarked, “I think that's an honest assessment. For me, it was 
double edged. It was a way for me to be able to do the work. It was opportunity and exploitation, 
you know, at the same time”. They went on to say: 
But then at the same time, the other part of me thinks if I'm not there, I'm not 
there to be a strong voice. I'm not there to call bullshit. I'm not there to lend some 
really good ideas to the situation. It's hard when you're in that position, especially 
if your ambition was to work in mainstream museums. Part of my ambition to do 
that is so that I can open doors for people of color, so I can open doors for artists, 
so I can open doors for audiences. You know, so I can bring about that equity. 
That to me is what always kept me from succumbing to that overwhelming sense 
of exploitation. We have to have some agents on the inside. We have to try to, 
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you know, create some change from within. And so that that's what helped me 
through that.  
 
Another respondent described how museums and individuals can both benefit, but they still saw 
it as exploitation because the organization only sought the voice of the POC professional when it 
pertained to POC communities: 
 
Participant 12: There's two ways to describe it, two things are going on at the 
same time. It is exploitation when an organization only wants to get the benefits 
that they see for moving a person up and being that person in the role. The other 
thing that's there, but that's harder is the opportunity then that person now has to 
bring some others up. Now their voices are hopefully at the table. So now they 
can give a perspective that hasn't been given before 
 
We can see more evidence of the moral obligation of POC museum professionals to endure 
within the culture of whiteness, even with the understanding that the culture can be exploitative. 
Again, this highlights the burden that these individuals bear to work within museums and the 
importance they feel their presence brings to the field and to their communities.  
Gaslighting in White Normative Spaces 
 
 POC museum professionals also talked about gaslighting within the culture of their 
museums. “Gaslighting is a form of psychological abuse where a person or group makes 
someone question their sanity, perception of reality or memory” (Huizen, 2020). In the 
interviews, gaslighting was often referenced in response to concerns raised about treatment of 
POC museum professionals. Participant 7 shared, “You're always walking on eggshells. One of 
the things that I always feel is the self-doubt, and this gaslighting that people do to you”. 
Participant 1 also brought this up in their interview, saying “I was constantly being gaslit, like I 
am making up problems that don't exist. I'm like, oh, actually, racism exists here”. Gaslighting 
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also occurs when there are power differentials in an organization and hints at the impact of not 
wanting to speak out to disrupt whiteness:  
Participant 17: When you bring this up, the white curators are just looking at you. 
Other colleagues of color, they get it and they're all for it, but it's like the people 
who are in a position of power, looking at you crazy. You might have one person 
who feels like “why do you have to bring this up all the time”. I think it's just like 
a constant negotiation of, like, do I need to say this, or do I just need to get this 
check. 
 
Another respondent pointed out that gaslighting often occurs because what POC museum 
professionals often experience is different than their white colleagues: 
 
Participant 33: …there's always an excuse. There's always “you're thinking that 
it’s race, but it's not”. There's always an out whereas, I think if somebody is very 
upfront in your face, it's a lot harder to kind of move around. It's incredibly 
destructive and difficult for the people who have to deal with it, and I think that 
our colleagues who don't have that same experience simply just don't understand 
that. It's really difficult. It's like trying to explain something that's so real to you, 
that you're experiencing and being gaslit by having somebody tell you that it's not 
that bad. Or that if you are a better professional this wouldn't be happening to you 
or any number of things…And this is another part of the normativity…right?  
 
Gaslighting happens in museums in different ways, but it often revolves around the denial of 
racism or wrongdoing in interpersonal situation. It can also happen when POC museum staff 
criticize the organization’s DEI efforts or culture. Either way, the POC individual raising the 
issue is either seen as the problem or meets with disagreement about their experience.  
Imposter Syndrome in White Normative Spaces 
 
 As participants talked about the impact of white normativity on them as museum 
professionals, the topic of imposter syndrome emerged from the interviews. For various reasons, 
POC museum professionals wondered if they truly belonged based on their ability to do their 
jobs. Participant 7 shared:  
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…even today, I ask myself, am I the problem? I might be the one who's not 
understanding how things work. Or is it the way that things need to work. Do I 
keep pushing until I break because I just really don't understand them? You just 
feel so inadequate, right? This is exactly how they make you feel. All these 
instances when you're just there. I remember clearly feeling completely 
inadequate and completely incompetent. 
 
Participant 33 shared a similar sentiment in their interview, but added the idea that as a POC 
museum professional that doesn’t fit the norms of whiteness inherently causes imposter 
syndrome:  
The other part of the issue when it comes to being a professional color is really 
around this idea of the imposter syndrome, and how difficult it is to manage that. I 
go back to your questions about white normativity and thinking that since 
oftentimes we literally, physically don't fit those norms that we're constantly 
feeling a bit like an imposter. It's interesting because I try to be as upfront and 
honest about this because I think this is the only way we're going to be able to get 
through and out to the other side  
 
In a different interview, imposter syndrome emerged with the fact that validation for the POC 
museum professional actually wound up coming from white colleagues:  
Participant 23: … part of it is a little bit of imposter syndrome, even with this job. 
I think, do I deserve this job? Am I good enough for this job? And then I have to 
check myself. I was talking to my friends. They were like, “are you fucking 
kidding me? You can do this. What are you talking about”? “You actually have 
been doing this job”. It took emails from white colleagues. who were like “so glad 
now you only have to do one job at the museum” because I've been doing the job 
already. 
 
The additional pressure of second-guessing whether you should be in your role, or at the museum 
at all contributes to the burden that POC museum professionals experience within white 
normative cultures. 
Contributing Emotional Labor in White Normative Spaces 
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 As outlined above, POC museum professionals within white spaces carry a heavy burden. 
Feelings of oppression, tokenization, exploitation, gaslighting, and imposter syndrome add 
additional layers and complexity for individuals to achieve success in their positions. While each 
of these concepts carries an impact, the general sense from the interviews were that POC 
museum professionals contribute an exorbitant amount of emotional labor in their efforts to 
advance DEI initiatives within museums.  
Participant 13: One thing that's coming up in terms of recent times is the amount 
of emotional labor that it takes for POCs to talk about what's happening in the 
institution…in a way that is pushing the museum forward and pushing the field 
forward. There's this really challenging dynamic of keeping yourself safe in this 
context while being a change maker. I do feel like I put a lot of pressure on myself 
to make space for DEI initiatives, even though it's not the main focus of my job. 
More so than maybe some of my colleagues. I just know that I've worked hard to 
put myself in this position. I've done a lot of work to think through what it means 
to be in these spaces, and I do think I have to be a better liaison so I can help my 
teams and help emerging professionals to navigate the space, especially if they are 
POCs.  
 
Participant 27 remarked that they would like to see more conversation and acknowledgement of 
the labor of POC museum professionals:  
But it's also just the labor that continues to happen. So, when I'm thinking about 
working in these spaces myself…I do really think that there needs to be much 
more discussion about the invisible and the visible labor that Black people are 
doing in particular, and especially in this moment as well. 
 
Extra work for POC museum professionals was mentioned earlier. I think it is relevant here as 
the motivation for individuals to volunteer is often related to ensuring that DEI work moves 
forward. Participant 39 outlined this in their interview:  
What's hard is that, even just the way our equity team has been set up. It was a 
volunteer leadership group when it started five years ago. Then all of the 
emotional labor, all of the culture change work, right, is no small feat. And the 
fact that there isn't extra compensation is a big burden on people.  




Participant 1 summed up the emotional labor point well by using the analogy of a relationship 
with the museum.  
I feel that my relationship with museums is very one sided. You know that I will 
continue to put in the effort in and show care through trying to make museums 
better. But our default practices are going to always harm me. 
 
The tension between the burdens that POC museum professionals bear and the sustained and 
consistent motivation to do DEI work within museums is a point that cannot be lost. It speaks to 
the perceived importance of this work to these individuals. The fact that they would willingly 
continue to place themselves in harm’s way needs to be considered by museums.  
The Emotional Toll of White Normative Spaces 
 
 To further underscore the impact that POC museum professionals experience, 
information about the toll that these individuals experience because of these experiences. 
Narrators talked about emotional and physical manifestations of working within spaces of white 
normativity daily. Participant 29 shared the following: 
It is taxing emotionally. It is draining. It is hurtful oftentimes to have to always 
feel like there's this pressure I understand. I don't think that I'll ever get to this 
point of being burnt out, but I understand how African Americans in the museum 
field, especially leaders can feel burnt out especially having to deal with boards. 
Especially you know boards where there is an element of white privilege and 
racism. That is exhausting. 
 
Participant 21 shared feelings of being in a constant state of stress. They used a metaphor that I 
feel is really helpful:  
The other thing was just being in this constant level of frustration and stress when 
you're in the middle of it. You are always dealing with the next stress that's 
happening. It's like carrying a backpack and you just keep putting stuff in it, keep 
putting stuff in, keep putting stuff in and taking nothing out. That's what it felt 
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like. Then the weight got real heavy and at a certain points in time I felt like I had 
three full backpacks. 
 
POC museum professionals are often taking positions as disrupters within their organizations. 
This takes energy, particularly when you feel like you are always being the one that speaks out, 
as evidenced by this excerpt:  
Participant 17: So draining. Part of what is so draining is I'm dealing with the 
politics of the space. It is soul draining because I've realized now that I haven't 
been doing the work that I'm passionate about. It's just draining. You don't want to 
always be the person to be bringing up the issues.  
 
Another respondent integrated several of the themes talked about above into their answer:  
 
Participant 35: …to be honest, I haven't always dealt with it well. I said earlier 
that I tried to ignore it or attribute it to unique personality issues or try to just hide 
or not disclose what I was going through. I felt that being a leader or mentor 
meant emphasizing the positive aspects, but after a while some of that toll 
manifested as being abused verbally. I would be discounted or dismissed, or 
someone would say exactly the same thing in a leadership meeting, and they 
would get the kudos. The fact that sometimes you can't separate that is what is so 
draining, and you feel like you're battling people all day. It's very hard and I just 
wish we could solve it so that museums could be a beneficial place for everyone 
to work and to be. 
 
Participant 35 was not the only one to use a fighting analogy. Participant 8 said, “It feels like on 
some days or most days…I go to work, and I have to put gloves on. Okay. Who am I fighting 
today? What are we doing today”?  Another respondent shared that the reality of society is 
misaligned with the work within museums.  
Participant 28: I think being Black in the museum field is tough, period, in any 
cultural institution or historical house. But I think there is an added weight to be 
Black at an institution that talks about Civil Rights. You are supposed to 
encourage visitors that hope is possible, even through all this pain, but then being 
Black in the real world says, it's not possible. 
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Another participant shared that the emotional toll impacts their physical health as well as their 
personal life:  
Participant 19: Absolutely additional work. I gained weight. You don't take a lot 
of time off and if you do take some vacation time it takes so long to unwind that 
by the time you unwind you got to come back to work.  
 
Participant 21 echoed the physical impact, “I know and parts of it are still manifesting because 
I'm still shedding some of that, you know. But it made me sick. You know a lot of times it made 
me sick physically”. Participant 33 shared feelings that illustrated the depth to which they felt 
impacted by their choice to work in white museum spaces.  
I have so many people, either within my own family or other professionals, who 
say, “Oh my God, you are so lucky”. When I sit there and I think to myself about 
the sacrifices I’ve had to make emotionally and personally to get to the position 
that I'm in, I don't know if I'm the lucky one in a lot of ways and that hurts. To say 
well on the outside, I've done all these things in order to be successful… And I'm 
incredibly grateful. I don't want to appear ungrateful for that. But I look 
underneath my hood and there's a lot of sacrifices that I made that in hindsight, I 
don't know if I'm a better person for making. 
 
 This last excerpt is powerful. What emerged from this section of interview questions was 
this tension that POC museum professionals feel between willfully staying in a space that is 
harmful to them and the imperative to make sure that museums are equitable and inclusive 
spaces that are interpreting and representing cultures in accurate and respectful ways. During the 
interviews, examples of employees leaving an organization due to the climate surfaced. 
Participant 14 talked about a colleague.  
You have to understand, everything's not healthy in these places just because no 
one's yelling at each other. At one point, we had an African American woman 
who worked in our development office. She was catching hell. She was a 
professional. She had worked for a marketing company, a Black owned marketing 
company before the museum. As a favor to a few African American board 
members, she took a position. The racism she was facing was just ridiculous to 
the degree that after maybe about a year and a half or something like that, she 
resigned went back to our marketing company. 




Another participant shared one of their experiences. They had been working in a culture where 
there was little support for POC staff members and what was perceived as harassing behavior by 
the participant.  
Participant 30: I decided this place is toxic and I can’t work here. I said that to my 
supervisor.  They were preparing for big exhibit and it was like you need all hands 
on deck. Obviously, I'm willing to stay until you can find my replacement [My 
supervisor said] no, I think it's the best that your last day be the Saturday that you 
just worked.  
 
The motivation for many POC museum professionals is to make an impact for people in their 
communities or for people who don’t often feel represented in museum work. White normativity 
works to limit that ability to make that change: 
 
Participant 6: That was my pivot point. That was my line in the sand. I could no 
longer see myself [in this organization] because it made me complicit, right? I 
couldn't handle being that complicit. If I'm a teacher, I'm educating to our end. I'm 
not educating for shits and giggles. I want you to feel compelled to do something 
with the knowledge. If not, then this is a wasted exercise and that compelled me 
look for another job. 
 
For some of the narrators, by the time they had had enough, it was time to leave, regardless of 
their situation outside of the museum:  
 
Participant 15: I have exercised the power of no and I had to. That can be risky. I 
left my job when I was a single parent with no child support raising two kids 
when I said, “no I'm not doing that”. I resigned and I didn't have anything else 
lined up.  
 
Coping with White Normativity 
 
 While there is a deep intrinsic motivation for POC museum professionals to endure 
through the white normativity, as we see, there is a breaking point for some. Several others 
mentioned that they had thought about leaving positions throughout their career due to their 
treatment and the climate in the organization. Prior to reaching the breaking point, several 
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examples of how POC museum professionals cope with the impact of white normativity emerged 
throughout the interviews. One of the main ways that POC museum professionals cope is to find 
other POC museum professionals to build community. There were several examples of this 
strategy, seeking out both formal groups and informal networks. Participant 7 shared, “Because 
the sector is so harmful for us, we need to find ways to take care of ourselves. The way that I 
take care of myself, what gets through all of this is this amazing community that we have”. 
Participant 13 talked about the impact of the past year on building community:  
And there are times where a lot of folks, myself included, are like I just can't right 
now. Then we lean on other people that are in our groups or colleagues who are 
maybe in a better headspace to deal with whatever it is that's happening. We're 
really open about that…What I felt like this year has done has brought a lot of 
people together who have similar challenges around navigating these predominant 
white spaces. It has brought us together in a way that we're relying on one another 
for support and for advice and for just a little bit of relief. 
  
Another example alludes to the narrator’s perception of how pervasive community building is 
across the field:  
Participant 35: I don't think there's any museum where I've worked where there 
are other people of color, where we haven't you know gone out for a drink or met 
up for coffee because everybody's feeling this is just difficult. How can we help 
each other? I don't think there's any museum space where that is not true. 
 
There were also examples of POC museum professionals seeking out community in formal 
spaces that were predominantly POC, including Museums as Sites for Social (MASS) Action, 
social media groups, and the Association of African American Museums (AAAM) and their 
Emerging Professionals Group, highlighting the importance of these spaces:  
Participant 23: I've appreciated the connections I've had with people across the 
sector in different museums. I feel like if I hadn't gone to spaces where I could 
connect with other folks like at Mass Action or… these Twitter groups. Those 
things have been so enriching and fueling. It's like we're doing the same work. 
We're just doing it in slightly different conversations, and I know there are other 
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Black museum professionals who are going across different sub sections of 
museums as well. 
 
Another example:  
 
Participant 37: That's why we tried to steer folks, especially some of our younger 
people who are at predominantly white institutions to come join AAAM and go to 
the Emerging Professionals Group to get together. You have to have a network so 
that you can connect with people that can understand where you’re coming from. 
I started finding little niches little ways to kind of connect more with people 
throughout the museum that are working on projects or were part of my team and 
that helped me it really did help me. It allowed me to be myself more one-on-one 
or in these little groups when I could have downtime when I didn't have to be the 
person who always gets it done. 
 
In addition to building community, narrators mentioned other ways that they are coping with the 
impact of working in spaces of white normativity: 
Participant 14: I developed my own sort of rituals. I leave the museum and I go 
for walks. When I'm off work, I'm off work. You don't call me or email unless it’s 
extremely important, like the museum is on fire. I can sort of separate my life and 
time. I need to sort of get back to who I am outside of the museum. That's one of 
the ways that I deal with the whole issue of stress and I tell people that. 
 
Participant 12 shared: 
 
You got to take a break to rejuvenate yourself. Go on vacation or go read 
something. Do something that's going to motivate you to keep pressing forward. 
You need to do that in this field to rejuvenate yourself, to continue to keep 
pushing the work. It does take a heavy toll on you. There's the physical toll of 
work, but there is a mental and psychological toll. I go back to the privilege thing. 
The privilege that no one seems to understand because this toll that is taken on me 
does not happen to my white peers. 
 
Summing up the Impact of White Normativity 
 
 In response to the question of this research study, “How do POC museum professionals 
experience the ideology of white normativity in museums”, the evidence shows that they 
experience the effects at a deep level. POC museum professionals subject themselves to 
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oppression, tokenism, exploitation, gaslighting, and imposter syndrome, all for the good of their 
museum and the field at large. The intrinsic motivation for these individuals to change the 
narrative, affect change for future generations, and create better museums that can be equitable 
and inclusive organizations is strong. It is this motivation that keeps them from leaving, although 
the pressure to do so can be high and we saw examples of attrition emerge in the research. The 
burden that POC museum professionals carry is heavy and pervasive. It encompasses the entirety 
of their work in many cases.  
 Despite the burden and the impact, the individuals in this study outlined the emotional 
labor that they continue to contribute to museums, despite what they experience within their 
organizations. The toll that manifests with this collection of individuals ranges from emotional, 
manifesting as exhaustion and mental health issues, to the physical where narrators talked about 
feeling physically sick.  
 The individuals in this study highlighted the ability to develop coping mechanisms to 
continue to stay in the fight as change agents. Building community is important to the research 
participants. They provided numerous examples of seeking out opportunities, both formal and 
informal, to connect with other POC museum professionals. When they connected, they shared 
stories and experiences and advice to support each other through their navigation of whiteness. 
Others provided examples of routines they have developed or other mechanisms they use to 
cope.  
 Throughout this study, information about the experience of POC museum professionals 
in spaces of white normativity emerged. Through the interviews, several of the elements of white 
normativity became clear as well. The next section will explore these elements in more detail.  
Elements of White Normativity 
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 The values, beliefs, standards, and norms of whites have become “invisible to them and 
represent a default standard by which all other group norms and behaviors are consciously and 
unconsciously compared, contrasted and made visible” (Sue, 2010, p. 114). This manifestation of 
whiteness is an everyday occurrence that becomes institutionalized in our organizational policies 
and cultures and promotes and normalizes colorblind racism (Sue, 2010; Bonilla-Silva, 2006). 
The elements of white normativity that emerged in this study can be contributing factors to the 
experience of POC museum professionals. They speak to the pervasiveness of whiteness being 
the dominant norm within museums, hence the term white normativity. When individuals were 
asked about their reaction to the phrase “white normativity and museums”, nearly all narrators 
reacted immediately with comments about the default or status quo. Several interviews included 
references to white supremacy culture based on their experience. Information emerged about 
how POC museum professionals learn the unwritten rules within their organization through 
mentoring and observation. Narrators talked about the hierarchy and power dynamics within 
museum spaces, as well as their perceptions of ingroup and outgroup patterns. There were also 
several themes that highlighted white mediocrity, white professionals lacking skills for equity 
and inclusion work, and ignoring the expertise of POC museum professionals.  
Exploring Museums as White Normative Spaces 
 
 Throughout the interviews, one of the goals was to better understand the participant’s 
perception of white normativity. Some had not heard that phrase before, others had heard that 
phrase or something similar. Overwhelmingly, 37 of the 39 participants responded that working 
in a culture of whiteness is the norm at their museum. Many narrators answered in more of a 
general sense to the term white normativity.   
Participant 11: I say yes, that's exactly right. That describes museum culture and 
museum identity. Every norm is white and that everything else is other. That is 
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beginning to shift in some places and there is some understanding that museums 
have a white supremacy culture.  
 
Another similar perspective:  
 
Participant 20: When I think of white normativity when you ask that question, it 
makes me think about the normal progression and story and narrative that exists 
in these spaces. Who is invited in these spaces, who is included, who is welcomed 
in and who was considered? Historically, it has not been those other than white 
people or white culture. 
 
Participant 25 held a similar perception: “Well it means to me…doing business as usual with 
whites in control. Whites running the organization. This is the normal course of how things 
operate. Whites basically at the top and Blacks somewhere and other minorities somewhere 
below”. 
Participant 3 described what I refer to as “the museum way”. This is the phenomenon within 
museums that ascribes to the way things have always been done, and continue to be done in the 
same manner:  
 
It brings up status quo in my mind immediately. “we've always done it like this” 
or “why have you always done it like this”. I don't know because someone white 
did it like this. Just do what I tell you to do. That blind following without 
understanding the root of this particular behavior or this particular method or this 
particular system. 
 
The “museum way” is dependent on best practices that have been passed through generations of 
museum professionals. They are the standard by which the field operates. They are also a way to 
ensure white normativity persists:  
 
Participant 34: So, one of the first things that comes to my mind is this idea of 
best practices. I think that is something that gets instilled in folks, in my 
experience, from graduate school onward. There's this idea that there is a right 
way of doing things and it's become very clear to me that the way that museums 
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operate is something that is very much steeped in whiteness and white 
normativity. 
 
In another interview, Participant 22 talked about the standards in museums being white and how 
that “others” everything else: “…what comes to mind with the term white normativity is what 
has become normalized, what we think of as being normal and the standard, and everything else 
being the other”. Another narrator talked about how whiteness has been operationalized in 
museums:  
Participant 21: The first term that comes to my mind is default…when we think 
about how policies are made and when we think about how decisions are made. 
Even to a level of who we decide to be at the table. So, when I think of white 
normativity, it really is about how certain aspects of operations and organizations 
just operate with a default of the norms that have been put in place by the 
dominant culture. 
 
Several narrators referenced the foundation of museums in the United States as grounded in 
whiteness and continue to be the norms today: 
 
Participant 5: I think that that's such a spot-on name because the ideology of 
museums and the way that museums have run is about elevating whiteness. It's 
always been like that. The foundations of museums, but [also] the continuations. 
Even in the past in the past 20 years it's still been that way. So, when I hear that 
[phrase], I feel that. I walk into that every day. 
 
Participant 13: I think about the foundation of museums. I think about the ways in 
which museums are founded on colonial structures and their collections were 
founded on principles of colonization where white people are the dominant 
viewpoint.  
 
Participant 33 used words to draw an appropriate picture based on their perception:  
 
…the immediate thing that came to mind was an equal sign between the two 
phrases…our entire…the basis of my museum life…is really this understanding 
that museums, from the very get go are embedded within Western white culture 
that was the norm. They've established those norms. It's written into literally the 
stones that make up our museum. 
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 White normativity was also described within the unique practice of museum work. 
Exhibitions and collections tend to reflect white norms as well, as several narrators pointed out.  
Participant 4: I feel…this disconnect happening because in the sense of whiteness, 
museums were only collecting famous people things or things that people 
donated. I think in communities of color [felt] why would we donate things to a 
museum? You didn't want to tell our stories before. So, I think we need to relook 
at that whole collections process.  
 
Another perspective was more concerned with controlling the narrative:  
 
Participant 18: Who is telling the story, from what perspective, and who does it 
privilege. If I step into this historic house museum, are we talking about the 
landowner as a slave holder? Are we talking about historic decorative arts, are we 
talking about the labor that created the bricks, where I can see the two fingerprints 
on that obviously belongs to enslaved Africans? So, when I think about white 
normativity, I think about what we've been socialized to think and then every time 
that we go outside of that boundary, the uncomfortablity that is inevitably felt, 
whether it's small or big for some. It just depends on what it is, but it's always 
there. I also think about staff. I think about ways of being I think about culture.  
 
Participant 6 shared thoughts about the ability for museums to create knowledge. “It makes me 
think about the facets of museums as gatekeepers. I strongly believe that museums have been 
positioned as social and political gatekeepers. In large part in the way they frame knowledge-
making and community building and education…”. In a different interview, the narrator talked 
about the way programs are aimed at white audiences: 
Participant 13: One thing that comes to mind off the top of my head is the focus 
of museums on creating programs for people that have similar types of values or 
that look like them or that are already in a position where they understand what's 
happening. To ground it in an example, museums that are often creating programs 
that are for people that are interested in European history. Museums that have 
collections that are white Eurocentric collections, creating programs about white 
European history, art history and, therefore, assuming a certain amount of 
cultivation or culture. Culture that is supposedly the norm, but that's excluding 
everything that is it outside of Eurocentric art history. I think of the fact that a lot 
of museums are creating these programs that are supposedly you know for the 
sense of public value and greater good when they're grounded in the certain 
dominant narrative. Which is so highly problematic. 




White normativity can even be seen in the architecture of some of the country’s iconic museums:  
Participant 31: There was a study that talked about people of color, primarily 
children of color, who are not interested in museums. The study found that is 
because a lot of the museums have these columns. These Greek columns, Tuscan, 
and Doric and Ionic [columns] and this architecture that is really not welcoming 
to anybody but white folks. So, they were saying that just doesn't look like a 
building for me. 
 
Evidence shows that white normativity is embedded within the ideology and ethos of museums. 
It has been that way from the foundation of museums and continues to be a pervasive element of 
the culture today.  
Supremacy of Whiteness 
 
 In a slightly different vein, narrators built on the idea that whiteness is the default set of 
norms within museum by sharing stories of how whiteness is elevated to a place of supremacy 
over other cultures. Participant 6 shared thoughts on white supremacy culture in museums:  
I actually hate the concept of professionalism in museums because I think it is so 
deliberately steeped in white supremacy. It is so deliberately steeped in keeping 
an exclusive dynamic. It's so deliberately designed to make white men always the 
marker of power, which means that my body and my presence as a Black woman 
is always going to be the antithesis of that. I will always be couched as weak, 
unintelligent, and needy.  
 
Participant 19 was specific in terms of using the words white supremacy as well: 
 
What it means to me is white supremacy. White supremacy is everywhere. It's 
everything. It is how we breathe. It's every system. So, for me it was the white 
rule that sets the tone for the structure and the organization of everything we do. 
We are following that white structure. That white structure is normal. That is the 
standard.  
 
Participant 24 shared thoughts about how, even when talking about Black topics, it was to 
benefit white audiences, donors, and grant makers: 




…in my first jobs after grad school it was really all about explaining Blackness to 
white people. I couldn't get away from it in any possible way…now at my current 
job, I'm one of the only a few Black people on my team and within my division. 
My work continues to be explaining things to white people. It's inescapable 
because there's assumptions that the major donors are majority white, there's the 
assumption that future major donors will also be majority white and that people in 
charge of the grant making organizations are majority white or are only interested 
in things that speak to white people.  
 
Participant 26 shared thoughts about how whiteness, and the ability to mimic it, impact the 
perception colleagues have:  
I think it evokes a couple of things. I think on one level what it evokes is how one 
needs to present themselves in the field in order to be seen in a very serious way. 
Part of that is how you talk. Part of it is how you dress and present yourself. I 
think it also is important that your educational arc is a certain path. It also shows 
up in meetings and how you navigate those meetings and what you have to be 
aware of and how you have to respond to a variety of things that are both obvious 
and sometimes not obvious.  
 
Several narrators mentioned concepts of white supremacy culture in their interviews.  Participant 
1 remarked, “Well, I think whiteness presents in the urgency mentality. The perfectionism 
mentality. A lot of these elements that you know we call work or workplace culture are actually 
whiteness presenting itself”. Participant 32 also talked about a sense of urgency, while 
highlighting individualism as well. “It also means a sense of urgency and lack of collaboration”. 
They went on to call out the patriarchy in museums later in the interview. “[Whiteness] also 
means a lot of patriarchy. Women can have patriarchy, too. It's not just about gender patriarchy, 
but it's kind of father knows best, or mother knows best”. The concept of expertise and which 
sources are privileged surfaced as well.  Participant 7 said, “The privilege of sources, that's 
another thing to write about because the museum always tries to privilege…all of the sources and 
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all of the bibliography that…were completely white”. Another interview uncovered similar 
feelings: 
Participant 17: I think like notions around who is an expert. I have yet to really 
feel like the field has moved away [from] these inquiry-based modes of learning 
that are still very much white male centered and not looking at other ways or 
other means of exploring a museum space. 
 
Participant 18 introduced the concept of hegemony into the study:  
 
I think about those practices and in the context of power dynamics…I'm going to 
evoke the word hegemony because I think it's really important to understand that 
there is a power dynamic at play…there is this invention of whiteness, that was 
created. It was created for a purpose. It was created to maintain power and 
control, whether that be economic, whether that be cultural and everything in 
between. I'll use an example. I was just on a call about a project. There are some 
really good people who are trying to make sure we don't do the same thing we did 
in the past…or perpetuate this American exceptionalism story. But even in the 
things that are already in the planning, I think we're not too late, but this should 
have been dealt with earlier. I think that's part of white normativity is that even in 
the most liberal application of that white normativity there's always this [attitude] 
of, ‘Okay, well, we're going to get it to this point and then we're going to bring 
you in because now we're comfortable with bringing you in’. We set things in 
place where we know you can mess with it only but so much. Is that super 
conscious and planned out? I don't know, maybe it is, maybe it's not, I think that's 
how we're socialized to think. 
 
Part of the supremacy of whiteness is a focus on material objects rather than the stories they tell. 
While museums have made progress in understanding the importance of narratives, one 
respondent did share perceptions that collecting practices elevate whiteness:  
Participant 9: I can point some things out that I've encountered and thought about 
over the years. I think there's a fetish for objects [and the objects] importance 
above people…Those are things that I see as part of this white normativity that's 
steeped in the exclusionary academic past; the colonial past that has given birth to 
modern museum practices.  
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Participant 7 also talks about white supremacy in the exhibition development process. They 
shared information about a curatorial committee that was comprised of external members of the 
community that was the subject of the exhibition:  
…and you're thinking and assuming that your way of doing [the project] is better 
than the community, the curatorial community that we put together. That you 
[are] completely dismissing the authority of because you know I would see the 
curatorial committee as a tool for me to develop this exhibition. This [museum] 
team would see the curatorial community in a patronizing way as a way to say 
that we had this community engagement. 
 
This example highlights the way that museum staff in white supremacy cultures consult with 
communities but go ahead and complete the exhibit or project ignoring the input. Participant 7 
sums up that notion that the museum culture elevates whiteness and makes success for POC 
museum professionals more difficult. They say, “…the way our sector and the system have been 
structured and developed, it has proven to really not work for us”. 
Unwritten Rules of White Normativity 
 Sectors often have unwritten rules, or accepted practices that are referred to as best 
practices. In museums, those unwritten rules tend to be grounded in white normativity. What is 
typically accepted is behaviors or ways of operating within acceptable norms of whiteness. This 
emerged throughout this research study. Narrators shared how the unwritten rules often made it 
hard to fit in, but also commented about how they learned these rules. In their interview, 
Participant 21 described it in the following way, “The funky thing is that there are rules for 
groups and it's tough to navigate it. You're always in a position where you feel like you're going 
to step on a landmine”. Participant 8 shared this:  
I try to mimic. I'm going to see what they're doing. I'm going to try to see how 
they behave. Unfortunately, I was never able to do that and fit in…and it still 
happens. I'm constantly seeing younger museum professionals coming in and 
trying to decipher things.  




Another participant talked about how unwritten rules shaped their actions:  
 
Participant 11: A lot of observing, the same way that lots of Brown and Black 
people have learned all the kind of rules of social structures. Lots of observing 
lots of being quiet and just watching how things are done and then doing whatever 
everybody else does.  
 
 The point made by Participant 11 about how Black and Brown people are socialized in 
museums much like they are in larger society is echoed by Participant 24, who talked about 
learning the rules from their family, particularly their parents who participated in the Civil Rights 
Movement:  
… between my parents and my siblings, I had a lot of folks talking to me about 
how to infiltrate spaces that maybe I don't automatically belong and that I have to 
work harder, and I have to be presentable, and I have to speak a certain way and I 
have to know certain things. I have to have some of the cultural markers of 
whiteness. 
 
Participant 7 shared their experience:  
 
They tell me all the time how we do things and especially because I came from a 
completely different background. I was doing whatever I like. I didn't care. I will 
do things that I wanted to do, and they will be like, ‘No, we don't do things like 
that in museums’. 
 
What is important to see is that white museum professionals operating in white normativity 
already know the rules. Their behaviors fit the acceptable norms. POC museum professionals 
must spend time and energy learning the unwritten rules and then adapting behaviors to fit in.  
Several participants spoke to the importance of POC mentors to help them learn the 
unwritten rules.  
Participant 20: I think it comes from…all the Black people in the museum. I knew 
them. I spoke to them. I don't care if they were in the basement of where they 
were…even sometimes they were invited into my space on the fourth floor. So, I 
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hate to put it this way, but people talk. If I think about it again. I can't pinpoint 
anything specific, but you kind of learn the ropes from the people that were there. 
 
Participant 11: Trial and error…I think it is a good way to describe how I learned 
to navigate situations. I feel like I've always had a core group of colleagues that I 
could call and talk to about what's going on at work. 
 
Many of the narrators expressed gratitude for the help of other POC individuals in their life, 
whether personal or professional, to help shorten their learning curve for the expected ways to 
operate within a white normative culture.  
The Hierarchy of White Normativity 
 
 Another element of white normative culture is the presence of hierarchy and the impact 
that hierarchy has on decision-making, transparency, and access. The inequities caused by 
hierarchy in museums influenced perceptions of a lack of fairness, lack of belonging and the lack 
of respect for knowledge. Based on their experience, Participant 13 shared: 
That's unfair. I've worked in larger institutions or medium sized to large. I'm not 
sure what it would be like to work in this small organization, but just the way that 
hierarchy plays out and the power structures with people at the top, holding 
information close and not being transparent about decisions. I think that has been 
a real challenge. 
 
Participant 17 shared an example related to access and the perception of others about why they 
would be attending a particular meeting:  
I say all that to say that there is still very much this hierarchical model in terms of 
the curators. There was a senior meeting that the President had previously invited 
myself and my colleague to, but then rescinded the invite because she didn't know 
what [to say] if other people in the institution questioned why we were attending. 
 
Even at higher levels in a museum, POC museum professionals felt the impact of hierarchy and 
who gets to make the decision:  
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Participant 26: …the chairman of the board who just believed he knew what was 
best. At a certain point, it was clear that what he thought was best was not what I 
thought was best…so it was time to go into something else. That is where I would 
say I felt the impact of the field more than anyplace else.  
 
Based on the perception of the research participants, the hierarchy within the white normative 
structure of museums clearly benefitted those who are white and presented barriers to POC 
museum professionals.  
Power Dynamics in White Normative Spaces 
 
Additional examples that highlighted different ways that power dynamics affected POC 
museum professionals were shared as well. Participant 13 commented on who is typically in 
leadership positions. “Nobody is saying the ‘rightness’ of fit in the museum is white normativity 
and yet people in the top positions are all white across the board”. Another participant 
commented that even getting into a leadership role often is not enough:  
Participant 38: …absolutely there is a power structure difference. I'll give you an 
example. Over the decades I've worked here…I was the only Black person, but I 
was young, and our management team was all alike. The woman who was 
running the office had run it for like 10 or 15 years retired. We got a new public 
relations specialist. I was expecting just another person coming through, but it 
was the first time we had a Black person in a position of influence and authority 
in our museum that was not a curator. She had the hardest time. She was a very 
well qualified former journalist and the director picked her himself. The museum 
staff, primarily white men, went around her. They wouldn't come to her. Instead, 
they would go to the head of our department. I watched how people treated her 
and I watched how people dismissed her and I watched how people went around 
her. It made me very, very angry, and not for the first time. It made me think 
about my own career trajectory from that point forward and what kind of 
obstacles I would be facing. 
 
When looking through a human rights lens, Participant 7 commented:  
 
One of the things we have in museums is an unequal distribution of power. This is 
also one of the things that a human rights-based approach tries to address is the 
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historically unequal distribution of power inside of institutions which museums 
are very textbook example. 
 
Another participant alluded to the long-term social impact that the unequal distribution of 
leadership roles and power can have:  
Participant 9: …think of the way that their institution, their normative practices, 
and the people they hire in the positions of importance and power. Who benefits 
the most when we think about salaries and benefits and whose children's benefit 
the most? And [how] the content that they want to feature and how they think 
about the world impacts others.  
 
The power dynamics in museums serve to elevate whiteness, as they tend to consolidate power in 
positions traditionally occupied by white museum professionals. The resulting inability to 
influence systems within museums creates even more barriers for POC museum professionals to 
advance equity and inclusion efforts.  
In-Groups and Out-Groups in White Normative Spaces 
 
 Similar to the differential in power dynamics, narrators responded to questions about the 
in-groups and out-groups within museums. In-group members often find it easier to achieve 
success as they tend to have more visibility, access, and social capital built with those in power 
positions.  
Participant 36:  But in a lot of the mainstream museums, I do feel that African 
Americans and other minorities are part of the outgroup. I don't see, I mean, 
unless management changes again and the board and the leadership team. I don't 
see, unless that changes, how they can become members of the in-group. 
 
One narrator described their perception of the in-group. Participant 8 shared, “Well…the in-
group is usually senior and connected more to the donor side of things, or the curators. They're 
mostly white people. Usually, people of color are people working in entry level positions. I see it 
in my museum”. Participant 16 shared an experience where they were invited to associate with 
the in-group for an annual event but felt part of the out-group the rest of the year.  
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People of color in my experience are usually on the fringes of groups, Again, it is 
on the on the page as tokenism. For instance, at my organization every year 
there's a picnic. I've only gone to one of these and after that I didn't want to go. I 
went to be kind. I didn't feel a part [of the group]. Once again, I felt like I was a 
token. Each year, they would have these, and I felt like “why do I want to come to 
a company picnic when all year long y'all have treated me like I don't belong”. 
 
Similar sentiments were expressed in another interview: 
 
Participant 35: I think of myself in the out-group. I absolutely see this very clearly 
demarcated…the Black and brown staff are typically not represented among the 
higher leadership. Museums are hierarchical and there are bright lines drawn in 
terms of who is in the upper echelons who the plebes are. They are definitely in 
and out group based on what people earn, who they manage in museum work, and 
where they went to school. So often it puts a lot of people of color, Black people 
in particular, on the margins…  
 
Participant 13 shared feelings about where they felt they fell in their museums:  
 
Absolutely. I think there are in-groups and out-groups, especially in art museums. 
It is such a rarefied kind of experience to be in an art museum. I would say I have 
not felt at all a part of that in-group and I'm still challenged by it.  
 
Participant 24 shared strategy for moving from the out-group to the in-group: 
 
I think I I've generally started off in the out-group. I've generally ended up 
working my way in. Apparently, for the most part, my persona within the spaces 
that I've worked has meant that people see me as smiley and happy, easy to talk 
to, and someone who you can confess things to. People see me as someone who 
makes people feel comfortable, even when there's an uncomfortable situation or 
an uncomfortable topic. I had to actively find ways to assimilate outwardly so that 
I would be welcomed into spaces and people would let me in and see me as part 
of their group. I have to be able to say certain words for people to accept me and 
then for people to listen to me. They won't listen to me if they don't accept me So, 
yeah, I found that I've been able to get into some groups by making myself seem 
like I'm one of them, even if I know that I'm not. I know that they know that I'm 
not, but if that's the only way I can get access to what I need, then I'm going to say 
those words, right? 
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Several narrators referenced the consequences of not being in the in-group and missing out on 
access to information and support for advancement:  
Participant 7: …you don't take part in their cultural practices…like their soccer or 
football, things that they will play where there are all these teams of white people, 
both men and women, that came together you knew that shit was being discussed 
there that was important. This is the in-group, and you don't have access to it. I 
don't play any of those first because football is not even close to my culture…of 
this like access to all of these things, golf or whatever that they play. You know 
they're creating barbecues they would have at their homes. You know you don't 
belong, and they know that you don't belong too, but they will still discuss 
important issues and things. That will affect the work that you do. 
 
Participant 12: …those in-groups they continue to remain the same due to 
practices such as…mentoring. Mentoring, in most places, is not done, formally, 
but it is done informally. It's done in ways where you've got people who start 
training others. Not officially, but unofficially training people to take their place, 
passing down information because someone is like them. Their similar cultures, 
similar communication style makes it easier to be able to mentor somebody who's 
like them. It's more difficult and challenging to mentor to somebody who has a 
different culture, a different way of beliefs, and a different style. So, it happens 
less for us, which makes it more difficult for us to progress and move up the 
ladder in an organization and field. At the same time, it makes young people less 
motivated to even want to get into the field and to move up because they see the 
difficulties and challenges and they don't know if they will be accepted because 
others haven't been accepted and haven't moved. It perpetuates itself and makes it 
even more challenging. 
 
One interesting story that did emerge showed the power of sponsorship. For one of the 
participants, the director of their museum took a special interest in their success. That put this 
narrator with the in-group and the outcome was moving through the ranks into a leadership 
position.  
Participant 26: For me, I was there for a year, really found it intriguing and my 
director found spaces for us. When I arrived, I was assigned to a curatorial area, 
but what was important was who I worked for. What he did, consciously or 
unconsciously, was to give me assignments that gave me a chance to interact with 
all levels of the people in that department and also in the museum. It exposed me 
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to museum work from working with collections to working on loans to going out 
and bringing in objects to working on small exhibitions. What he did for me 
helped me to become seen as a normal member of the staff…and in that way, I 
became folded into the family. That allowed me to have an experience that was 
largely positive. 
 
Earlier, the term gatekeeper was used. The experience with Participant 26 illustrates the power 
that white leaders in museum hold. By bringing Participant 26 into the in-group and sponsoring 
them within the institution, the POC staff member was seen as a “normal member” of the 
organization. Those words are so poignant, evoking the power of white leadership to normalize a 
person within an organization.  
Mediocrity in White Normative Spaces 
 
 One of the ripple effects of the in-group and out-group dynamics is that advancement and 
benefits are often accrued to white museum professionals, regardless of if they have earned them. 
White privilege emerged in the interviews in several forms, one being the achievements of white 
mediocrity, meaning that in several cases, the perception of POC museum professionals was that 
a white colleague unjustly received benefits when the POC museum professional felt they did not 
deserve it. Worse yet, POC museum professionals felt the impact of this by feeling that white 
mediocrity often held them back or kept them from achieving success. One narrator made this 
very clear: 
Participant 33: 100% takes a toll. The number of times a white male is allowed to 
fail up is just staggering. The amount of time and effort that we have to put in to 
being practically perfect as a professional of color to be able to get to the same 
level as an incompetent white male is exhausting. 
 
This feeling was echoed by Participant 34 as well:  
 
Certainly, it takes a mental toll. I first started to recognize that, specifically in the 
sense that there was a lot of mediocre white people who were in various senior 
positions. The more junior staff tend to be the most diverse and there was no track 
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for those people. All these people who were just doing the bare minimum and 
they got raises and promotions, but the rest of us were like scraping at the 
bottom… 
 
Another narrator shared a story about an experience after they announced they were going to 
pursue a graduate degree. The story reveals that a colleague had received a higher-level position 
without that same degree, while the narrator felt they needed more education to rise in the 
museum:  
Participant 20: She was really nasty to me and had to come back and she 
apologized to me, so I'll give her credit for that. She said that she just wished that 
she had pursued educational opportunities. Here I am looking at her like, I was 
here trying to get my foot in the door so I could rise up and get the experience as 
was afforded to you. Yet, you're striking out at me because I have to leave here to 
go spend money and pack up my life to get a degree. 
 
Participant 25 shared an example of how white mediocrity can affect the hiring process:  
 
I was in a situation where we were trying to hire some African Americans at this 
art museum and the director said that she interviewed people and hired the most 
qualified. I said, well, you didn't have the most qualified because you didn't 
interview everybody. There are more people qualified than the person you hired, 
but you didn't interview those people. You had the person that you felt the most 
comfortable with. That's seems to be the way things have operated, the normal 
way of doing things. If you're comfortable with people, then they get the job. 
 
Participant 34 summed up the lack of fairness and justice by saying: 
 
It just, it makes no sense. And I think when you bump up against that, when you 
as a Black person or a POC consistently are doing the right thing and you're 
playing by the rules and your behaviors are in check and you are following the 
right path. Then everyone else gets to mess up and they get a gold star, and you 
get nothing. It's incredibly frustrating. It's incredibly depressing to keep watching 
this play out over and over again. 
 
Again, we can see how the widely accepted practices in museum embed white normativity and 
alienate POC museum professionals.  
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Lack of Skills and Knowledge in White Normative Spaces 
 
 In addition to the white mediocrity element of museum culture, white professionals that 
lack the skills to engage in DEI work emerged as a theme. This theme presented in different 
ways for different narrators. Participant 5 shared their perception of a general lack of comfort 
and knowledge:  
Participant 5: … that terminology [white normativity] is it…some of my 
experiences, especially in this past eight years at the site where I work is watching 
how some of these Caucasian people are dealing with difficult subjects. They just 
don't get it. They don't understand other cultures and I think that has a lot to do 
with why there is this white normativity because they don't understand how other 
cultures might preserve or want to be educated or want to be part of that 
organization or how can they reach their communities. 
 
Participant 7 shared an example of how a lack of cultural knowledge can lead to mistakes within 
museum work:  
Participant 7: working… with…a majority Muslim community and you will bring 
them into the museum and serve them ham sandwiches for lunch. How can you 
plan all of these events and like not think about cultural norms? These are just 
manifestations that it's not over and it's still pretty racist because it's completely a 
lack of understanding our world. 
 
Another narrator used a management example:  
 
Participant 4: …I think it was very much a disservice because it's like we said 
early on, you brought these people of color into a dysfunctional institution and the 
managers don't have the skill set to deal with people who are different than they 
are… 
 
There was also an example of behaviors that illustrated a lack of understanding of the relational 
aspect of DEI work from a director in a museum. The narrator was hosting a group from a 
community the museum was working hard to build relationships with:  
Participant 2: I can remember once the director passing us the first time and I 
introduced him. Then the second time the director said, “you're still here”? You 
don't say that. That doesn't sound right. That sounds really off-putting. What he 
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was really doing is intimating, I think you've been meeting with the same person 
for two and a half hours. Surely you could have got this done in an hour. It needed 
to be so much more.  
 
These are stark examples of how a lack of understanding of basic DEI principles, skill and 
process can impact not only the museum, but the efforts of POC museum professionals working 
hard to create change within white normative spaces.  
Ignoring POC Expertise in White Normative Spaces 
 
 Coupled with the examples of the lack of skills and knowledge that make it difficult for 
some white museum professionals to lead or support DEI initiatives, another theme emerged 
related to white colleagues ignoring the expertise of POC museum professionals. While several 
narrators intimated at this happening within their organizations, two examples stood out.  
Participant 7: It's common to hear this is the way that we do things in museums, 
but it is code for this is how we white people do things in museum. I love when 
they say these things like “in my 20 years as head curator of blah, blah, blah, blah, 
blah”. I don't care. I don't care in your 20 years as a head curator of an art 
museum. When we're working in an institution where we say we're different and 
we're working with historically marginalized communities, which you never 
worked with in the past, you don't have that experience. I've been working with 
communities for the last 15, 20 years. I can tell you this is what we need to do. 
They respond “Oh, but we don't do that”. Seriously?  
 
Another participant felt that their museum wasn’t fully utilizing their expertise and knowledge of 
DEI work:  
 
Participant 5: I definitely feel like I can't do [DEI work]. Actually, I had to find 
other ways to be able to do that. So, in the past eight years that I've been here, 
because they haven't fully used my potential…to change a lot of things, or to 
continue to improve…I'd need to find other ways other avenues to be able to do 
that work or be myself and be with like-minded people. I just have to take a step 
back and join other organizations join or find a group of people in order to in 
order to reset. 
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This combination of white colleagues lacking skills and a demonstrated behavior to ignore POC 
museum professional’s expertise by some in museums creates an oppressive climate.  
Summary of Elements of White Normative Culture 
 
 I presented evidence of contributing factors embedded within the values and practices of 
the museum field that create white normative spaces. These spaces are pervasive. In 33 of the 39 
interviews, narrators perceived whiteness as the norm in museums. 30 of the respondents 
perceived elements that created a culture of white supremacy. The other concepts and themes 
that emerged illuminated the experience of POC museum professionals within this space. POC 
museum professionals felt that, compared to their white colleagues, there was more tolerance for 
white mediocrity and higher standards for achievement and advancement for POC professionals. 
Aligned with that was the lack of skills and knowledge for DEI work from white colleagues, 
while simultaneously ignoring expertise of POC museum professionals within an organization 
led to missteps and DEI initiatives that were falling short of meeting goals. Museum hierarchies 
created power dynamics, and the resulting in-groups and out-groups, also impacted POC 
museum professional’s ability to advance and achieve success in museums. POC museum 
professionals needed more time and energy to learn the unwritten rules of museum spaces, while 
white normativity seemed to be easier for white colleagues to navigate from the beginning. 
Evidence points to a culture that was created for white museum professionals to succeed. As 
museums continue to desire a more diverse workforce, this culture will need to evolve to be one 
in which everyone can succeed.  
Racism in White Normative Museum Spaces 
 
 Additional cultural elements that contribute to white normative spaces emerged during 
my study but needed to be called out specifically. “In broad terms, racism is the individual, 
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institutional, and cultural expression of the superiority of White Western cultural heritage over 
all non-White groups” (Sue, 2010, p. 120). Racism within the museum field is something that is 
not often talked about in relation to museums, and the field, achieving equity. I asked questions 
specifically about racism as an element of museum culture and practice to ascertain just how 
prevalent it is within the experience of POC museum professionals and to gain a sense of the 
effect. Three types of racism emerged in my study: overt racism, covert racism, and systemic 
racism. All three exist within museums.  
Overt Racism in White Normative Spaces 
 
Racism on the individual level manifests as acts of prejudice and discrimination that can 
be overt or more subtle. Acts may be intentional, but often they are unintentional and 
unconscious acts that subordinate or oppress a person or group because of specific attributes such 
as color (Sue, 2010). While overt racism has become less tolerable in our society, several 
narrators spoke of experiencing overt racism in their museum.  The behaviors came from 
colleagues in the form of comments directed at them or overheard by them. They also came from 
visitors to the museum. Two of the narrators shared painful experience they had with museum 
visitors. Participant 21 said, “I had a museum guest call me to N-word to my face while I was in 
costume. And this example from participant 23:  
 …something overt I remember that happened when there was this family that 
would come in and I taught their family a couple times, they were in my groups. I 
remember my colleague, who was one of two Black people for years who worked 
there, was so mad at this family. She said they didn't want the Black educator. It 
was like me and this other educator and we were like which one of us was she 
talking about. Does she not like our workshop? Everyone was like she is so racist. 
She so racist. 
 
Research participants also experienced overt racism from colleagues. Participant 6 
shared, “For the entire duration of when I worked at museums, I experienced it…in terms of 
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verbal and nonverbal behavioral sanctions towards me”. Another narrator overheard racist 
comments. “the head of the security guard really bad mouthing the Black Guards. I mean just 
ridiculous…being treated badly…being ostracized.” They also saw it in the work of the museum: 
…racism showed up in labels. I mean, I would read some outrageous labels about 
Black culture. I would march myself to the curator and say, ‘We cannot talk about 
Black people in this way, you are going to have to change it. Then I'd have to go 
through a whole thing to try to explain it, and then wait for them to agree that they 
need to change it. 
 
Participant 38 shared an example:  
 
…when I joined the team, I had a male manager. He was 100% racist, and it was 
known that he was. There was me and one other young [Black] woman who was a 
project manager, but we were kept separate. I don't know why we were kept 
separate, but there was this particular day that something happened with her. My 
boss then comes to me and says, ‘you know you need to go and talk to your girl in 
the hood about how things are done. Maybe the two of you need to get together 
have a conversation about that’. I said, ‘what’? He responded, ‘I know that both 
of you probably are from the same kind of background. I had to stop him right 
there.  
 
Here is another colleague-to-colleague interaction:  
 
Participant 6: I remember when I first started working at my museum. I started in 
August, and I was supposed to be planning the biggest Community Day 
celebration that the museum ever hosted for MLK Day. I remember the building 
manager pulled me aside and was like, ‘thank goodness they have you for MLK 
Day. Now we can finally get the Blacks to come’. It was like I was a magnet for 
the Blacks here.  
 
These examples illustrate situations or experiences where POC museum professionals are 
directly experiencing racism as part of their job. White normativity in museums contributes to 
the interpersonal dynamics in these instances where the POC feels the hurt or anger and the 
white colleague often does not feel anything beyond a normal interaction.  
Covert Racism in White Normative Spaces 
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While not as explicit as forms of racism experienced by people of color before the Civil 
Rights Movement, colorblind racism is no less harmful than overt racist acts (Barndt, 2007; 
Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Powell, 2015; Sue, 2010; Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014; Dovidio & 
Gaertner, 2005). Even more prevalent in the museum space than overt racism, the overwhelming 
perception of the research participants is that covert racism is embedded with museum spaces. 
One of the differences between overt and covert racism is that with covert racism, it is often 
harder to detect. Participant 21 shared, “…it's just enough to where you can't directly attribute 
blame, but it's enough to make you pause and question what's really going on here”. This type of 
racism is often perpetrated by those who tend to outwardly support DEI work.  
Participant 27: For me personally, I think that when I was working in museums, 
because of the type of museums that I was working in, it was much more covert 
or microaggression-esque. I think because the museums that I worked in, people 
saw themselves as very progressive and liberal and here for the cause. 
 
In another interview, Participant 32 talked about how the racism is embedded within the 
subconscious actions that are shaped by stereotypes, even for people that feel they are 
progressive or liberal: “it’s found in assumptions about experience or knowledge or background. 
There may be assumptions that I don't know things or people are shocked that I'm articulate 
about things and they make little comments like that”. Another narrator echoed that perception:  
Participant 33: It's really hard to stamp out the covert racism. People assuming I 
don't speak English or that I speak really well for English as a second language or 
assuming that my parents were immigrants to the United States when actually I'm 
a fourth generation American. So, I definitely think in my experience, it's been 
much more covert, but I'll have to say it also makes it really a lot harder to call out 
as a result of that. 
 
Participant 12 shared a story that borders on overt racism, but illustrates how, often times, POC 
museum professionals give their white colleagues the benefit of the doubt:  
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Participant 12: I had a colleague…that had been in the field for a while. We were 
delving into some issues related to the need to be careful with Blackface. I had 
somebody walk up to me, show me pictures of their family members in Blackface 
saying how this was art not anything racist. I knew this person. I knew they didn't 
mean it. This is the type of stuff that you get when you're the only one around. 
She was very careful and didn't want everybody to see but showed it to me. She 
tried to convince me why it wasn't bad and try to tell me that it was history. I 
think you have people who don't mean anything personally by it, but it's still part 
of their culture and something that needs to change because it's part of that 
culture.  
 
Microaggressions in White Normative Spaces 
 
 In a similar vein, I asked respondents about microaggressions. The manifestation of this 
covert racism is often microaggressions. “Microaggressions are the brief and commonplace daily 
verbal, behavioral, and environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that 
communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative…slights and insults to the target person or group” 
(Sue, 2010, p. 5). These experiences are constant and generally below the level of awareness of 
those perpetrating the microaggression (Sue, 2010; Atwood & Lopez, 2014). Microaggressions 
are embedded in small, everyday actions, such as gestures, tone of voice, directions of eye 
contact, and meeting protocols, but at the heart of microaggressions is the establishment of 
power relationships between members of the dominant culture and people of color (Brookfield, 
2004). Closely aligned with covert racism, microaggressions tend to be individual, interpersonal, 
racist acts. One narrator talked about the impact of microaggressions for them:  
Participant 16: Oh, yes. I just experienced that the other day. Microaggressions on 
a regular. Those are the things that chip away at you those are the ones that they 
like to say, ‘That's in your head.’ That's not what I meant. Interesting enough, if 
you don't call them on it, they continue they continue, but the minute you call 
them on it the response is ‘Oh, I would never do that. That's not what I meant’. 
You let it go like, okay, I'll let that pass, maybe you didn't realize what you did, 
but then it's like the retaliation factor. Oh, how dare you call me out on this. Then 
the microaggressions become more subtle, but at the same time we're bleeding, if 
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that makes any sense. Then [microaggressions are] done in a way where if 
somebody heard it, or saw it and you question it, you're being sensitive. Other 
colleagues say, ‘Oh, I know them. They didn't mean it that way’. Yeah, that can 
mess with your psyche a little bit… 
 
Participant 39 shared a bit of the impact on them in their interview, “... it's the things that you 
think about later and you're like, ‘God, why didn't I say that’”? Participant 33 used an analogy 
about the impact of microaggressions in their interview:  
 
…I also think that the covert nature of the racism that I've seen at play towards 
myself or other professionals of color who are not white seemingly can be 
difficult. It's a series of microaggressions…getting picked at over and over and 
over again and being told you're being overly sensitive if you bring it up. 
 
Narrators shared several examples of microaggressions throughout the interviews. 
Participant 5: I have really thick curly hair. I've always felt like I needed to tie it 
back or put it a certain way so it's not looking so wild. I use that term because I 
had my hair down and I had a supervisor say ‘wow, your hair looks really wild ‘. I 
said, ‘excuse me’, because I wouldn't think that my supervisor would say that. 
From there, I like looked at him strange, because it was off putting. Then he says, 
‘well, I thought, people like you have tough skin’. People like you, like Hispanics. 
I said, excuse me? He says, yeah, Hispanics have thicker skin than her, this white 
girl. I said, I don't understand what you mean. Then someone else said to the 
supervisor, I think that you need to not say anything more. I will never forget this.  
 
Another example:  
 
Participant 7: I remember at the beginning, there was this manager that we had 
right at the beginning of the museum. They had also a librarian who was also a 
brown guy. He was from Pakistan. In meetings, the manager will come, and she 
will almost call me by his name. She said, ‘Oh, I'm so sorry it's because your 
both’….and then she stopped because we're both brown and she knew she 
couldn’t say that.  
 
Another example:  
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Participant 22: We have to be out there meeting with lots of people in museums. 
We're meeting all their museum colleagues. I'm on a team of two. My colleague is 
white, I'm not. We're talking to other museum professionals and they'll talk to her, 
not me. They'll assume she's above me when we were both equal. 
 
Participant 25 shared a classic example of a microaggression:  
 
I have been in a number of situations where I, again being the only African 
American, coming up with ideas and suggestions and I'm greeted with silence no 
response, either positive or negative. Then a little while into the conversation, 
someone else would almost repeat verbatim what I said, and then people would 
turn around and say, ‘Oh, what a wonderful idea. That's a fantastic idea’. That 
happened several times. 
 
Whether referred to as covert racism or microaggressions, these behaviors are deeply embedded 
and add to the negative effects that POC museum professionals experience within white 
normative museum spaces.  
Institutional Racism in White Normative Spaces 
 
 “Institutional racism is any policy, practice, procedure, or structure in business, industry, 
government, schools… and so forth, by which decisions and actions are made that unfairly 
subordinate persons of color while allowing other groups to profit from the outcomes” (Sue, 
2010, p. 7). Barndt expands on this definition in this way, “Institutionalized racism is the 
intentional shaping and structuring of an institution so that it effectively serves and is 
accountable to one racial group and does not effectively serve nor is accountable to other racial 
groups” (2007). POC museum professionals clearly experience racism on the interpersonal level 
within museum spaces. Throughout the study, several narrators provided evidence that 
institutional racism is also built into the systems of museums. Participant 20 described the degree 
to which racism has been institutionalized:  
I'm careful to say that it's not conscious in that regard, but it's just the norm. And 
almost like anything else, if you get used to something being the way it’s normal 
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and unchallenged, like the sky is blue. But if you see someone inject some green 
in the sky, you just kind of have a response. That's why I want to be careful to say 
that it's not always some malicious intent or something, but it's just the norm… 
 
Participant 11 also shared thoughts about institutional racism:  
 
…it really is more subtle, but it's mostly because some of that is so cultural. It's 
really institutional. The things being done are not meant to hurt you…it's 
institutionally how it was created. It was created to exclude. People don't realize 
that it began in a very racist way and we're still doing it. We need to flip it upside 
down and completely change it. 
 
Another narrator hinted at how they felt racism has become institutionalized: 
 
Participant 3: I think [racism] is mostly subtle, but it's reinforced by systemic 
policies that have always been in place. We've always done it this way. Why have 
you always done it this way, who was the first person that did it, and why do we 
still do it this way? Is that a good thing?  
 
Participant 7 also shared how it makes them feel:  
 
Even when we're inside of the system the system just keeps bringing us in 
squeezing us and getting as much as they can from us without ever giving back, 
without having any consideration on how much harm it does to all of us. They're 
always going to try to pretend that they're super progressive, that they're very 
multicultural, but it's very insidious in the way that racism operates in this 
institution. 
 
Participant 23 shared an experience they had that illustrates how important this work is to them 
and how institutional racism is problematic: 
I think about institutional racism. I was at a museum for nine years and there was 
one workshop, one freakin [sic] show, about Black artists that I got to teach. I 
remember crying the day I got to teach it. I was so happy, tears of joy. My 
colleagues were laughing, and I was like, you don't get it. I've never gotten to 
teach this class and my group was full of Black families. I have never gotten to 
teach Black families about a Black artist at this museum and I probably never will 
again. I never got to do it again. It took nine years for that to happen. 
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These examples are powerful reminders of how deep racism permeates museums, not only the 
culture, but the practice as well. The need for systemic change is evident based on the 
experiences of the participants of this research study.  
Segregated Careers in White Normative Spaces 
 
 One element of institutional racism kept recurring throughout many of the interviews. It 
is aligned with the in-group and out-group dynamic described earlier. According to several 
narrators, there is segregation that exists within the various professional paths in museums. The 
positions that tend to wield more of the power and influence tend to be filled with white staff. 
These positions tend to be leadership roles, curatorial positions, and collections positions. Staff 
in education, community engagement, security, and facilities roles tend to be POC. So even if a 
museum can say that they have some diversity on staff, the perception of participants in this 
study is that the ability for those staff members to truly influence the work of the organization is 
quite diminished compared to white colleagues due to the segregated roles. Participant 9 shared 
this: 
There's a stratification and you can go to just about every major museum in this 
country and see this as clear as day. Very few of them have Chief officers of 
color. Very few of them have leaders of color. If you look within the curatorial 
ranks and how tiered it is, how many chief curators of color are there. So 
absolutely, the field is stratified. 
 
Participant 17 shared thoughts:  
 
I just tied it to museum education and like education departments within the 
museum itself. I think it's just accepted that these are folks who aren't going to get 
paid as much as everybody. These are folks who are doing the community work, 
and we know what community means. I think there is a perception it's okay to 
bring folks of color in to do that work. 
 
Participant 25 also had a similar perception: 
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Most of us have ended up in education and outreach. Of Course, we've always 
maintained a high profile as security officers, janitors, and the like. Very few of 
us have been able to reach the rank of senior management, especially the CEO 





Participant 23: Your frontline staff, really custodial and security, is still mostly 
Black. There are a few more frontline and education POCs doing that work as 
well. Right. You start to get into like these old school racialized and ethnic 
hierarchies.  
 
Participant 18 echoed similar thoughts and added perception about the value of the work: 
 
The in-group would be more curatorial, so people privilege the work of curators 
over education or programs. I mean, if we were to take the layers, a bit wider, 
anything that has to do with maintenance or security, there's a big difference 
between how they value that work.  
 
Another narrator put it in a little different context that highlights societal stereotypes:  
 
Participant 28: We [whites] can do the business. We need you [POC] to sell the 
story. We can't sell the story like you can, so most front-line workers are people 
of color, but most of the people who are running these institutions or boards are 
predominately white. It's more like we [whites] have a business mindset, but 
you're [POC] actually had the lived experience.  
 
Participant 36 highlighted this concept of the “mirage of diversity” on staff:  
 
…who they decide to put on the front line. Some of the mainstream museums are 
making sure, that Black and Brown faces are part of their frontline staff, like the 
membership support folks at the front desk selling tickets. Also, security. So, if 
you see Black and Brown faces all over the place, you're like, oh, they don't have 
a problem with diversity. It's when you go to the secured areas in the building that 
you need a badge for that may not look like the frontline staff. That's been going 
on forever, that type of racism is always there.  
 
Summarizing Racism in White Normative Museum Spaces 
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 Evidence shows that the perception of the POC museum professionals in this study is that 
racism is pervasive in white normative museum spaces. 14 of the 39 narrators in this study 
reported experiencing some type of overt racist act within their museum work. These acts were 
perpetrated by both museum visitors and museum colleagues alike, with deep impact, regardless 
of the actor.   
 Even more insidious is the covert racism experienced by an overwhelming majority of 
participants. 30 of the 39 narrators indicated that they have experienced covert racism in their 
museum space. In addition, microaggressions are also highly prevalent in museums according to 
the results of this study. 20 of the narrators in this study shared information regarding their 
experience with microaggressions. The covert and subtle nature of this type of racism seemed to 
be even more difficult for POC museum professionals represented in this study to reconcile. 
Often, it was perpetrated by colleagues who claimed to be in support of equity and inclusion but 
did not realize their actions continued to perpetuate the status quo. These interactions often left 
POC staff wondering what they had just experienced or realizing what they experienced at a later 
date.  
 In addition to overt and covert racism at the interpersonal level, narrators described 
elements of museum practice and culture that institutionalize racism as normal operations. 
Evidence of segregation across various professional paths within museums was one stark 
example of this, but several were shared throughout the interviews.  
 As we continue to examine cultural contributors to the impact that POC museum 
professionals experience within white normative museum spaces, it is critical to understand that 
regardless of intention, or whether the acts are conscious or unconscious, or they are practices 
that have been used for decades, racism exists in our current museum environments. Any efforts 
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at hiring a more diverse workforce without changing the ethos of white normativity is inviting 
more people inside to experience racism and oppression.  
POC Authenticity in White Normative Spaces 
 
 One element of inclusive and equitable practice is the level to which POC feel that they 
can show their authentic self within the workplace. Covering is a term developed by Erving 
Goffman to describe how individuals with known identities make a considerable effort to keep 
those stigmas hidden (Smith & Yoshino, 2019; Bourke, Smith, Stockton, & Wakefield, 2014; 
Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014). It was a goal of this study to better understand how POC museum 
professionals navigated this concept within their organizations. I asked questions to discern 
whether participants felt comfortable showing their authentic selves within the workplace, which 
elicited results that indicated both yes and no. It appears once POC museum professionals 
became settled and comfortable in their career, there was a higher level of comfort to be 
authentic. I also asked a question about feeling pressure to assimilate with museum spaces. 
Again, the answers showed a perception that was more diffuse than on other questions. 
Uncomfortable Being Authentic in White Normative Spaces 
 
 Several narrators shared their feelings that they could not show their authentic self in the 
workplace. Participant 17 remarked, “for my for my own sake, my own sanity, there are parts 
that I just kind of keep for myself”. Participant 3 shared:  
I don't get to be my authentic self. I'm still very guarded. I have some allies 
where, every once in a while, I'll relax my language and my dialect of course, but 
I still don't dress the way that I would like to dress 100% of the time.  
 
Participant 21 shared examples of activities that they would not engage in, even if they wanted 
to, in order to avoid perpetuating a stereotype:  
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I'm realizing you know how much I had to act a certain way because I was afraid 
of contributing to a stereotype. For example, when I had work functions, I 
wouldn't eat chicken. They have watermelon on the table, well, no I’ll pass. I like 
chicken. I like watermelon, but I don’t want to eat that in front of my white 
colleagues, because I might fit into a stereotype of me. It's real tough to 
navigate… 
 
Participant 38 shared their thoughts about authenticity:  
 
… I have to always have a persona…I see my colleagues who are able to curse 
people out say anything they want to say get away with all sorts of stuff. That I 
think is highly unprofessional but they're able to do it and still maintain a level of 
being promoted and moving on to bigger things. I still don't feel like I can be my 
authentic self. 
 
Participant 1 shared their experience about knowing when to be authentic and when not to be:  
 
In certain departments, particularly in the curatorial department, I don't feel I can 
be myself my authentic self. I definitely feel like I have built this persona of 
strength, even though I don't internally, feel it, but I have to present strength, 
otherwise, I feel like I'll just be eaten alive. 
 
The perceptions of these respondents indicate that many POC museum professionals do not feel 
comfortable showing their authentic selves within the workspace. There is evidence that there are 
pockets, or relationships that exist that provide an outlet for authenticity, but that appears to be 
the exception, not the rule in white normative spaces.  
 In juxtaposition to those that feel they cannot show their authentic selves within the 
workspace, several narrators indicated that they did feel comfortable. As POC museum 
professionals were in their position longer, they tended to feel more comfortable being authentic.  
Participant 4 shared their perception, “I can a lot more now because I reached a certain stage in 
the museum field. I think early on, I didn't feel as much that way”. Participant 11 shared similar 
thoughts, “I get to a place where I don't care. It's taken me a while…you get to a certain point in 
your life where you realize I'm never going to look like that, no matter what I do”. Two of the 
narrators equated their increased level of comfort being authentic with increased levels of power 
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within their museum. Participant 24 commented, “As I got more power within the 
organization… I felt like I could be my authentic self”. Participant 19 echoed those thoughts:  
It was a challenge being a Black woman in the space. They all wanted to let me 
know that they were the top chef and I had to pretend I have to take shit. It was 
always that coming up the chain until I was confident enough and I had proven 
myself. Y’all couldn't get those people to come to this particular program you've 
been doing for 10 years [and I just brought in] 2000 people. Once some of the 
positive started to happen…I felt like I had a little more power. 
 
Another participant connected lack of authenticity to the emotional toll of being a POC museum 
professional in white normative spaces:  
Participant 16: The pressure of not being able to be your authentic self starts to 
wear on your psyche. If this is a another set up, another situation, I would not be 
putting up with this, but because of your white fragility your white normativity, I 
have to push a part of my identity to the side, just so that I can continue doing 
what I love. 
 
 
The importance of the ability to feel authentic in the workplace in a key factor in retaining a 
more diverse workforce. The fact that it takes time and an increase in power, or what we might 
call stability, within one’s position indicates a perception that it is risky to show one’s authentic 
self for POC museum professionals working within white normative spaces until they feel 
secure. 
Pressure to Assimilate in White Normative Spaces  
 
 Closely related to authenticity in the workplace is feeling a pressure to assimilate to white 
normative expectations for POC museum professionals. This pressure inhibits the ability, or 
quite possibly, the willingness to be their authentic self. When asked about the pressure to 
assimilate within museums, most of the narrators acknowledged feeling that pressure within 
white normative spaces:  
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Participant 27: I certainly think that there is a pressure to assimilate into white 
centered norms. I think that there is a time expectancy as well that a lot of Black 
people feel like they can stay in a particular museum and fight the good fight only 
for so long. 
 
Another participant shared a similar perception: 
 
Participant 31: Of course, we do. I mean, Black folks that actually have to go to 
work every day assimilate at every single level. The higher up in terms of 
ascension and not discrediting anybody at any level entry level, the more 
assimilation happens.  
 
Similar thoughts from Participant 37: 
 
There's probably a pressure to assimilate so that you're not rocking the boat, or so 
you can get some things done that you want to get done right. Or just not have to 
deal with, with microaggression. These would be the same ones who call 
themselves allies, but then when you challenge them, it's an issue. So, I think it is 
there and there always has been this pull from the field for you to assimilate.  
 
 
Participant 29 talked about a group of museum leaders in their area that get together frequently. 
They felt pressure to assimilate within this group of museum professionals: 
As I think about some of the networks that I'm in with other museum 
professionals…of course I'm the only African American in those weekly 
meetings. There does at times seem to be this pressure to be homogenous and to 
align with everyone else's way of thinking and leading… I feel isolation There is 
this act of like off-putting or distancing that occurs when assimilation is not 
taking place, a shunning away. That's why I say that Blackness just doesn't seem 
to be valued or appreciated, because when there is a presentation of one's 
authentic cultural self, it's not embraced, and it's not validated.  
 
Participant 24 provided a powerful example of the way in which the pressure to assimilate to 
whiteness impacted how they presented themself: 
Yeah, I have definitely felt the pressure to assimilate because that makes things 
easier. I think that's the back and forth. I always feel like I should just not say 
anything. I should just let people believe about me whatever they want to believe 
so that I can just continue doing my work or so I could just get my paycheck and 
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move on with my life. Then there's like some part of me that just can't. Even when 
I finished grad school. I could not find a job and I looked at my resume one day 
and I was just like, oh my god, I'm all Black stuff all the time like everything on 
my resume was like Black, Black, Black, the Black. The college I attended was an 
HBCU. My first museum experience was at an African American museum. I had 
a fellowship to study Black history.  It was like Black, Black, Black, and Black, 
so I edited my resume to remove anything that was just immediately Black stuff. I 
studied public history. I studied American Southern history. I took all the feminist 
stuff off. I took all the Black stuff off. I wanted to make sure that that if I apply to 
a museum that wasn't specifically an African American history museum that they 
would at least pass me on to the interview process. 
 
In effect, Participant 24 felt they had to completely revise their resumé identity to appear less 
Black in order to have a better chance to be employed. Participant 33 also shared thoughts about 
the pressure to assimilate to be hired: 
100% because I think that the entry point [for employment] is such that we use 
these norms as a filter. As a field, we feel like we have so many people coming 
into these entry level positions that we've developed, whether we acknowledge a 
set of filters or not. If you have a visitor service or entry level position or a 
curatorial or collection, take your pick, and you have one position and get 60 
applicants. They know you have to be able to present yourself in a particular way 
to shoot in through that narrow opening.  
 
Assimilation often helps POC museum professionals accrue benefits within a white normative 
space. Failure to assimilate can come with repercussions though:  
Participant 7: …it is your ticket to move up in the institution if you assimilate and 
play by the rules. If you play you will move forward… I never wanted to 
assimilate because it's not something that I wanted to do, but when you make that 
choice, because very clearly it is a choice that you make, but if you don’t play you 
always paid a price. 
 
Participant 31 alluded back to the emotional toll that POC museum professionals feel in white 
normative spaces, “…not only do white folks need to understand how Black folks have to 
assimilate, but we need to come clean about how we feel about that shit and how it is affecting 
our well-being”. The pressure to assimilate works in alignment with the lack of comfort with 
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being authentic in the workplace, which undermines feelings of inclusion and equity for POC 
museum professionals. 
Code Switching in White Normative Spaces 
 
The need to assimilate, as we have seen in examples above, causes POC museum 
professionals to “code switch”. “Code switching is a term from sociolinguistics that represented 
the social implications of language and how members of dominant and subdominant cultures 
switch language codes to blend in with a particular culture” (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014, p. 27, 
Yoshino, 2006). Furthermore,  
code switching is a way to deem oneself an insider to a particular culture. If we relate 
code switching to negotiating space, we find that [people of color] who successfully 
‘negotiate space’ will be able to speak the talk of the company, while also maintaining 
the language of their own personal identity (Thomas, Plaut, & Tran, 2014, p. 27) 
 
Participant 10 referenced code switching and how it impacts them:  
I often find myself doing a lot of code switching…I’m one way with my African 
American colleagues and then I'll have to go to a meeting and that’s a table full of 




Participant 36: There are a lot of folks in the industry on both sides who, in order 
for me to get that job, I have to look a certain way, I need to be a certain way. I 
mean, to speak a certain way, although we're all going to speak very intelligently. 
There's code switching that you can do in our field and sometimes, depending on 
what organization you're in, you can do the code switching very well. 
 
Participant 23 shared comments about how code switching helped them position themselves to 
do meaningful work, “…when I first read white normativity, I was thinking about all the code 
switching…to show that I knew what I was talking about and to get in enough to be allowed to 
do my work”. Participant 7 tied it back to the emotional toll and effect of white normativity on 
POC museum professionals:  
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It all effects the work that you do because you continue to promote the code 
switching and things that you keep doing just to try to fit in into the in-groups 
because, in a way, you still want to be able to participate where those decisions 
are being made, but it's just so uncomfortable to get there. 
 
Summarizing POC Authenticity in White Normative Spaces 
 
 In this study, participants shared the emotional toll they experience as the impact of being 
a POC museum professional in a white normative space. The inability to feel comfortable being 
authentic in the workspace is certainly a contributing factor to the emotional toll. Participants in 
this study shared that an increase in power and stability within their organization helps them feel 
more comfortable being authentic, but that there is still a pressure to assimilate to white 
normative behaviors. 32 of the 39 respondents agreed that there is some level of expectation that 
POC museum professionals will assimilate within museums. The need to expend additional 
energy to adapt new behaviors and continually code switch throughout the day is an additional 
burden for POC museum professionals.   
The Performative Nature of DEI Work in White Normative Spaces 
 
 POC museum professionals work within a space that is oppressive to them every day. 
This gives them a particular line of sight to the work that needs to be done to create 
transformational change that results in museum cultures that are equitable and inclusive. 
Museum have centered the importance of DEI work for a long time. Various initiatives exist 
within individual museums and national organizations to further this work. Participants in this 
study shared evidence that this work is often performative, surface level initiatives that allow for 
just enough change to happen without going too far to redistribute power or create truly equitable 
culture. Museums talk a good game, crafting mission statements and organizational visions that 
espouse deep values of inclusion and equity, but the everyday behaviors and operations are 
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misaligned with those values. Leadership in museums often lack the skills or provide inadequate 
support for DEI initiatives within their museums. This dichotomy between what is being said 
versus what is being done is also a contributing factor to the emotional toll of POC museum 
professionals.  
Talking the Talk in White Normative Spaces 
 
 Several participants talked about the increased attention and effort towards DEI work 
over the last decade or so, but still recognizing that the current efforts fall short of needs for 
transformational change:  
Participant 11: I think absolutely. I would say in the last eight years, maybe 10 
years and I think national organizations have talked about it, but they didn't talk 
about it in any kind of fundamental way. It was always that work over there. I was 
on a committee board for years it’s so white…it was awful. 
 
Several narrators talked about the emphasis on diversity, meaning the number of POC working 
in museums, rather than a focus on recognizing and shifting white normativity. Participant 15 
described DEI efforts as, “A lot of lip service, and of course, the typical foundations, the usual 
suspects, gave money for what was largely considered outreach. It's like, here's money to bring 
those colored people in”. Participant 35 shared thoughts about the emphasis on hiring and not 
culture shift: 
 
I've seen this [emphasis] maybe for 10 years. I've experienced museums 
considering broadening the field by being inclusive of or trying to attract 
employees of color. Diversity in terms of adding staff and volunteers who are 
people of color without really looking at the entire equity, access, and inclusion 
part of it.  
 
Participant 26 talked about the longevity of the same discussion of diversity in museums for 
several decades and that nothing has fundamentally changed in that timeframe:  
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…there has been a lot of discussion about the need for diversity and change and 
community orientation. It's been a very slow difficult process. What amazes me 
very much is that all the discussions about diversity and community connections 
that we're having now, we were having those same conversations in the late 80s, 
early 90s. There are publications that talk about those things from the 80s. There 
are more publications in the 90s. We can see it if you just begin to go back and 
look at publications. That continues to be an ongoing issue that has not been 
solved in a major kind of way and it continues to be a challenge.  
 
This is clearly not a new problem, nor has it been a problem that has had an adequate solution or 
approach by the field as of yet.  
Misalignment of Espoused Values and Lived Values in White Normative Spaces 
 
 What is clear is that museums understand that there is an issue. Many organizations have 
incorporated DEI into their mission, vision and values statements or have articulated some part 
of diversity, equity, and inclusion within their strategic plans. Participant 6 shared thoughts on 
these stated priorities: 
I always call it paper culture. The stuff they write down is literally just paper and 
it not translated into changed behavior, action or practice, or policy. I found that 
there's a strict adherence to these paper cultures even though it's harming us and 
it's not working. It's not aligned. I just see like a strict adherence to these smoke 
and mirror games. 
 
Often, there is a misalignment between espoused values and values in action within 
organizations. Museums are not different, particularly when it comes to stated values on DEI. 
Several narrators commented on this misalignment:   
From Participant 2:  
 
I see them as misaligned and I'm saying this after an effort to produce an inclusive 
excellence plan for my museum. The part that really bothered me about all of that 
was, this was not a process of individual learning and enlightenment. This was 
really about just getting it done. 
 
From Participant 1:  




I felt like I was experiencing a lot of equity washing. Leadership would proclaim 
the project that I was brought in to do was about social justice. They would 
proclaim that diversity and inclusion were really important. Then when it came 
down to it, they were perfectly content to put together all white panels and if I 
wasn't cool with it, I was constantly being told that that I was making up problems 
that don't exist. 
 
From Participant 33: 
I think that there definitely is a misalignment. I think it goes back to the very first 
word that you had said when you're introducing the subject with values and how 
often I’ve seen museums struggle with this over the last 20 years where they've 
tried to see DEAI as an overlay or a programmatic answer that they could just 
solve this, either through a series of exhibitions or a series of public programs. 
Some museums, who are little bit more ambitious, have a community engagement 
strategy of some sort, usually attached to a marketing strategy in order to increase 
audience. Really what I've found is so many times museums don't sort of dig into 
their values to examine if it is actually a value of the organization. If it is, what 
does that mean and how do we hold ourselves accountable to this, how do we 
grow towards these values which are so important? 
 
Participant 5 shared similar thoughts: 
 
…there are all of these layers with DEAI work. You might accomplish one, but 
then there's a whole number of things that we're not capturing or we're not doing. 
I believe this work is happening in some places, but they are doing it just to check 
off a box. There are some people that want change and they're sincere about it, but 
they don't know how to get to the end goal of this work. I don't really see the 
alignment. Museums are just scratching at the surface and I think that we need to 
do a better job with getting that aligned When you really start looking at national 
and regional museum conferences…they talk about DEAI, but it’s just touching 
the surface and is not looking at the internal work.  
 
Participant 28 connected the misalignment between espoused values and values in action to the 
emotional toll of POC museum professionals:  
Participant 28: Frustrated mad as hell. I felt that my director, a Black woman, was 
phenomenal, but at the end of the day, she still had higher ups to answer to who 
were predominantly white... things that you can talk about like I've learned that 
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museums across this country are comfortable talking about the past, but they have 
a hard time talking about the present and allowing their staff members to practice 
that. If I'm going to tell a story and it's in a gray area, you're going to say that's too 
close to present because we may lose funding, or I may not be ready to tell that 
story. But I’m Black, who's a millennial, who feels we got to do this now because 
we can't live in the past forever. We got to start living in the present. Truth. But 
you're not willing to toe the line or even cross the line of interpretation. I don't 
think there should even be a quote unquote line. We should be proud as historians, 
as interpreters. It's our job to tell the story for what it is and not try to sugarcoat it. 
 
These excerpts illustrate a perceived gap between the way DEI initiatives and espoused values 
are emphasized by leadership and the actual implementation or behavior change that comes 
along with living those values within white normative museum spaces.  
 
Allowing Just Enough Change Within White Normative Spaces 
 
 In addition to the surface level of the DEI initiatives that tend to be the norm within 
museums, evidence emerged throughout the study that indicated that when POC museum 
professionals are pushing for change, they often reach a point where it is no longer comfortable 
for their museum and they are asked to stop or slow down. Participant 4 shared this:  
Well, I think with anything, they'll do it up to the point where it's no longer fun or 
convenient for them. The minute they have to give more than they want to give, 
all of a sudden, they shut down. Someone gave a great example about paid 
internships. They were talking about their museum at the time. They're described 
how the museum ended up doing paid internships, because they had a $25 million 
donor, not because it was the right thing to do. You shouldn't have had to go find 
extra money to pay your interns. 
 
Participant 1 shared similar thoughts:  
 
There has never been like push back against of any kind of… I don't get the sense 
that that's impacting our workplace culture. I can have my little wins and little 
pocket of power that that I hold within the museum but that's it, that's where it 
lives. 
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Participant 7 described it as a way to show progress, while making it easier to continue business 
as usual: 
They're going to be minimal changes, cosmetic changes that will allow the 
institution to vaccinate itself, this whole idea of diversity as being a vaccine when 
you bring a few Brown and Black faces into the institution so you can continue 
business as usual. 
 
Participant 18 shared the following:  
 
I would say [racism] more subtle, where it's still heavy on power 
dynamic…they're not willing to change the system to create equity. They want 
you to succeed rhetorically, but they want you to succeed on their terms or terms 
they are comfortable with, even if they compromise to allow a little change.  
 
Participant 9 shared an example that illustrated that even though they held a director position, it 
was still not enough to create transformative change:  
…I sat down with my board chair and I told her that after the economic struggle, 
the biggest crisis and most critical piece for this institution is discrimination and 
exclusion and lack of diversity. We have to change this. The board chair looked at 
me with this cold, impassioned stare, knowing they are the board chair. They told 
me sometimes things just don't happen as quickly as you'd like. They agree in 
principle, but they didn't have the fortitude, vision, and imagination to make it 
happen. 
 
Participant 18 tied it back to the emotional toll:  
 
…so those things really are hyper frustrating. I remember being on a diversity 
advisory council trying to operationalize racial equity in the museum. We did a lot 
of good work with bringing in trainings, but how do we really create trainings and 
change culture in a way that's sustainable and ongoing? When we approached 
them about a certain organization that evoked the word race, all of a sudden it 
became too much. Or if we used the term social justice, the response was we don't 
want to use social justice maybe civic engagement is better.  
 
 
As a result, POC museum professionals seem caught in a place where they hear the espoused 
values of the museum, and of the field overall, but are not seeing any meaningful actions behind 
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the declarations. Furthermore, when they take the initiative to push museums to the type of 
change needed to shift away from white normativity, they are often met with resistance, told to 
slow down, or asked to stop altogether.  
Lacking Leadership for Change in White Normative Spaces 
 
In many ways, what participants in this study perceived was a lack of leadership to really 
push alignment between espoused values and values in action. Participant 9 said, “the leadership 
provides the guidance, the big picture guidance for these institutions. I think they're steeped in 
this kind of [white] normativity that we're talking about. Participant 23 shared their experience 
with approaching their top leadership to build a relationship that could help them meet 
expectations for DEI work within the museum:  
…but there's another ingredient that's in the mix. I need leadership to own it. I had 
my first meeting with our President and COO and asked them how they wanted to 
receive feedback because if you say something that's problematic or something 
happens, I need to be able to talk to you about it. I need to know that I can come 
to you and bring this up to you. I need to know that you can come to me and bring 
things up to me if I'm not hitting your target or whatever your expectations are 
and that we can be transparent about it. Or else, we can't build anything that's real 
and equitable that will actually permeate the rest of this [museum] community. 
That honest dialogue is important...I think you have to be in a position where I 
can remind people, I'm doing my job.  
 
Participant 20 described what they wanted to see from their leadership:  
 
I want to see it in your language, in how you speak about things. I wanted it to be 
genuine, not just like diversity…check. I do think a lot of times these institutions 
and individuals that have decision making power do mean well, but they seriously 
do not know what to do. That's why I believe they need to hire someone who has 
the skillset and the experience and has the track record of being successful to help 
guide the work.  
 
Several participants mentioned the role of the board in strategic leadership to create the change 
necessary:  
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Participant 4: …what I'm finding is the board will always support the president no 
matter how crazy the president. I remember having this conversation with a 
colleague around the hiring of a new director. We both felt that they go to ‘central 
casting’ and pick what they think a museum and president looks like. That's what 
boards do. That doesn't get you where you need to be, and the board doesn't 
understand or see that they're scared to take the risk on the woman or the person 
of color 
 
Participant 26 shared:  
 
…we need to think about the importance of boards and all this and their makeup 
and their leadership. It's not always just the hierarchy of the museum. It's also the 
influence of board members. I think one of the challenges I had was as we got 
new board members, they were much more traditional than my previous group. It 
becomes a push and pull struggle because what we want to do with social history, 
wanted to do diverse history, some of the new board members really wanted to go 
back to the history of the 1950s. That becomes a struggle, so the willingness of 
boards to look at the world differently is an important part of this work and speaks 
to why diversity on your board is important as well. You need a variety of voices 
there… 
 
Participant 29 also shared an emphasis on boards: 
 
…I think retraining and sensitizing white board members. The culture on many of 
these boards is pure arrogance and a lack of understanding of what museums truly 
are all about or can be about. There are these assumptions that board members 
oftentimes have, and they need to grow beyond these assumptions and be stripped 
of those limiting thoughts in order to shift our field. I think that it really starts 
with Board members, just being entirely deprogramed. 
 
It is clear to see from the thoughts of participants in this study that the current model of 
leadership will not accomplish the alignment between the espoused values and values in action. 
The perception is that leaders need to develop new skills and acquire new knowledge to truly 
understand the nature of the magnitude of change that needs to happen. While leaders don’t 
necessarily need to do the work, they need to provide the leadership, support, and resources to 
facilitate those in their museums to foster change.  
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Summarizing the Performative Nature of DEI Work in White Normative Spaces 
 
 Throughout this study, it is evident that there are POC museum professionals that are 
intrinsically motivated to create change with white normative museum spaces. They contribute 
emotional labor, while simultaneously carrying a heavy burden just by showing up every day and 
fighting against white normativity. The emotional toll is deep. The espoused values of the 
museum field engender hope. However, we see that the espoused values of the field often fall 
short internally, creating a performative nature of museum work. These conversations have 
happened for decades. POC museum professionals are ready for action. Leadership is key in this 
alignment between espoused values and values in action, but many museum leaders don’t have 
the necessary skills to support needed change. Even worse, some in leadership positions aren’t 
truly interested in deep transformative changes to create more equitable and inclusive 
institutions.  
Summary of Research Findings 
 
 The intent of this study was to explore the ways in which POC museum professionals are 
affected by white normativity in museums. Based on the experiences of the 39 participants in the 
study, there is a significant emotional toll that is exacted on POC museum professionals. This 
manifests in anger and frustration at times, but also fatigue and exhaustion at other times. There 
is an intrinsic motivation for POC museum professionals to continue to push for change from 
within white normative spaces as there is a concrete belief that the work that museums do is 
incredibly important for POC communities. The feeling is that if museums can shift to become 
equitable and inclusive organizations, truly internalizing a shift away from white normativity, 
that impact will be a more diverse workforce. The impact that a more diverse workforce 
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manifests in different perspectives, priorities, and approaches to museum work that can collect, 
preserve, and more respectfully interpret a broader segment of society.  
 In order to achieve this transformational change, evidence suggest that there are several 
cultural elements that are accepted within museums that need to change to shift the experience of 
POC museum professionals in a positive direction. POC museum professionals experience many 
forms of racism within museum spaces. These experiences are hurtful and often cause deep 
impact when they are experienced. Whether overt racism, covert racism, or institutional racism, 
POC museum professionals frequently are confronted by racist actions from colleagues or racist 
operating procedures cloaked in the guise of best practices. 
 In addition to the racism encountered by POC museum professionals, oppression occurs 
within the white normative space in museums. Whether that is in the form of experiencing in-
group and out-group dynamics, learning the unwritten white normative rules within museum 
spaces, experiencing the hierarchy and power dynamics, and rewarding of white mediocrity 
while holding POC museum professionals to a higher standard of success, there are many 
elements that continue to add to the burden of POC museum professionals in white normative 
museum spaces.  
 These patterns of behavior in museums often inhibit the ability for POC museum 
professionals to be their authentic selves within the workplace. In addition, there is a perceived 
pressure to assimilate to white normative practices that cause POC museum professionals to 
expend time and energy code switching, hiding identities, and reading the landscape to figure out 
how to show up in various spaces and with various colleagues. The uncertainty of how to show 
up and the necessity to be someone other than themselves contributes to the overall negative 
effect that POC museum professionals experience in white normative museum spaces.  
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 Overall, the conversation about DEI in museums has been ongoing, with little substantive 
change in museum norms over time. The performative nature of DEI in museums exacerbates the 
dilemma of the POC museum professional. The intrinsic motivation to realize the change that 
has been promised for decades causes many POC museum professionals to assume additional 
duties in their jobs and contribute extra time and energy to DEI work. The lack of alignment 
between the espoused values and the values in action of museums acts almost like a bait and 
switch. Leaders say one thing but lack the skills and knowledge to truly create vision and clear a 
path for the work. On top of that, white museum professionals often get into a space of 
discomfort as the work moves forward and find ways to slow down or stop progress.  
 This study has yielded great information. The narrative seems clear. There is an 
emotional toll, but it is within the ability of the museum field to make the internal changes to 
alleviate the effect on POC museum professionals. When the desire of the field truly aligns with 
the espoused value it places on DEI, POC museum professionals will continue to be there to 
push this work forward.  
The Specific Burden for POC Museum Professionals 
 
Many of the themes that emerged from this study are not unique to museums. Racism and 
tokenization occur within many sectors, including corporate, healthcare, and higher education. 
Employees of color within those same sectors can often feel marginalized, oppressed, and feel as 
though they carry an additional burden in order to continue to work at their organization. What I 
feel is unique to museums is the burden that comes with the understanding that museums have 
the power to shape narratives, which in turn shapes perceptions of whole cultures. In the past, as 
museums have presented the narrative and culture of whiteness, these elements have become 
viewed as desirable and the standard by which other cultures are judged. The aesthetics of 
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whiteness or the historical narrative that uplifts progress and innovation rather than those that 
detail exploitation, land theft, enslavement of millions, and genocide are what become the 
accepted cultural elements of our society. POC museum professionals understand the power of 
museums to shape cultural perception. The burden that comes with being one of the only people 
to represent your race within your organization or the fact that white colleagues often assume 
you are speaking for your entire race are heavy for POC museum professionals. The intrinsic 
desire to continue to work within spaces that they recognize as exploitative and oppressive in 
order to continue to reshape cultural norms for future generations presents a tough choice for 
POC staff in museums. They must weigh the benefits of continuing to put themselves into 
harm’s way against the physical and mental toll that they experience as a result. The fear of 
failure and the lasting impact that failure may have on the willingness and motivation for white 
leadership to continue DEAI efforts adds another dimension to this burden. These are elements 
of the finding of this study that are not present in other professions. For me, it gives a whole new 
appreciation for the ability of POC museum professionals to remain in the struggle for equity, 
inclusion, and justice within museums.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
 
This study focused on developing a better understanding of how POC museum 
professionals, particularly Black museum professionals, experienced the ideology of white 
normativity in museum spaces. The results show that white normativity is deeply embedded in 
museum ethos, culture, and practice to the point where it has become an ideology. Brookfield 
defines ideology as “the system of beliefs, values, and practices that reflects and reproduces 
existing social structures, systems, and relations” (2004, p. 68). The normalization of whiteness 
within the beliefs, values and practices in museums, or the ideology of white normativity, has 
reproduced inequitable outcomes and disparate power structures within the field that 
disadvantage POC museum professionals and continue to reproduce existing social structures, 
systems, and relations where POC museum professionals face the choice to assimilate to white 
normative structures to succeed within the field.  
In my 14 years within the museum field, I have seen and felt white normativity in action. 
White leadership has dominated the field from the existence of museum in the United Sates and 
continues to do so today. What is normal for those white leaders becomes the perspective that is 
instilled within the practice of museum professionals. In my experience from graduate school 
through my career in museums, this white lived experience becomes codified in practice and 
policy and replicated as the normal way that museum work, also called best practices of 
museums.  
Showing up to work every day in white normative spaces places a heavy burden on POC 
museum professionals. Whether that is feeling a need or pressure to assimilate to be accepted or 
to advance within the system or feeling that certain parts of their identity must be concealed or 
hidden generates that feeling that the system was designed for white colleagues to succeed, but 
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not for POC museum professionals to succeed. Any success achieved by POC museum 
professionals comes at a cost of additional labor, both physically in terms of time and energy, or 
emotionally in terms of feeling like there is a “hill to climb” to use the words of Participant 12.   
 POC museum professionals also carry the burden of ensuring representation of POC 
communities in the collection, preservation, and interpretation work of museums. Despite the 
burden, there is a deep intrinsic motivation to push museums to be holistic, inclusive, and 
equitable in their cultural representations. POC museum professionals fight against the fact that 
the elevation of whiteness has been built into museum work from the very foundations of 
museums. Pushing back against the system and pushing for better representation of POC cultures 
often places POC museum professionals in the position where they are expected to speak for 
their entire race, even when they know that is not possible. They also find themselves in often 
uncomfortable situations of knowing that if they don’t speak up, even though they are often seen 
as problematic when they do, no one else in the meeting or on the project will speak up. In 
addition, POC museum professionals feel a sense of obligation to future generations, which can 
often be a motivating factor to continue to endure working in white normative spaces. There is 
also a stress that comes along with fear of failure, understanding how important it is to create 
change in museums.  
 White normativity in museums also contributes to the segregation of museum staff, 
where often POC museum professionals are in the positions with less power, such as security 
staff or maintenance crews. Even with professional positions in museums, POC staff tend to be 
situated in education or community engagement roles, rather than leadership roles or curatorial 
positions. This concentration of whiteness in power roles within museums makes it hard for POC 
museum professionals to see themselves ascending to positions of power, or when they achieve 
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those roles, experience imposter syndrome. The power dynamics also make it more difficult for 
POC museum professionals to act as change agents within a system where most decisions are 
made by white normative standards.  
Museums and a Theory of Transformation: Critical Reflection and Organizational Change 
 
 Racism exists within museum spaces as well. Overwhelmingly, the interviews showed 
evidence of covert racism and microaggressions. It is the type of racism that is subtle enough for 
white museum professionals to deny or to brush off the interactions, while POC museum 
professionals are left to question what they just experienced. Gaslighting often occurs in these 
moments when POC museum professionals raise concerns about racism or racist practices in 
museums but are made to feel like they are the problem.  
 A change brought about by transformative learning must occur to address the entrenched 
ideology of white normativity in museums. This transformation in individuals will be a result of 
critical self-reflection of assumptions as part of an ideology critique that fundamentally shifts 
habits of mind and frames of reference which guide the actions of museum professionals. I posit 
that when the principles of transformative learning, particularly that of ideology critique, are 
integrated into the thinking and practice of museum professionals from a systemic point of view 
utilizing organization development principles, transformative change can occur at critical mass to 
shift museums away from the ideology of white normativity. My theory integrates critical self-
reflection in a calculated way using an organization design framework to illuminate the deeply 
held beliefs and assumptions that guide the museum field and create an ideology of white 
normativity that creates an oppressive space for POC museum professionals.  
 Transformative learning is defined as  
the process by which we transform our taken-for-granted frames of reference (meaning 
perspectives, habits of mind, mind-sets) to make them more inclusive, discriminating, 
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open, emotionally capable of change, and reflective so that they may generate beliefs and 
opinions that will prove more true or justified to guide action (Mezirow, 2012, p. 77). 
 
What is relevant to this study is the fact that transformative learning prepares individuals to be 
emotionally capable of change. For my purpose, that change means creating a more inclusive 
space with a more balanced power dynamic and subjective reframing of assumptions, resulting is 
a shift in practice to create norms where the emotional burden, segregation within the field, and 
interpersonal mistreatment no longer exists and museums break down the ideology of white 
normativity.  
Ideology Critique and Critical Reflection 
 
Brookfield clarifies that for this type of transformation to occur, ideology critique is a 
necessary part of the process. Ideology critique is “the process by which people learn to 
recognize how uncritically accepted and unjust dominant ideologies are embedded in everyday 
situations and practice (Brookfield, 2000, p. 128). In response to the notion of white normativity, 
respondents in this study used words and phrases such as default, natural way of doing things, 
the air that we breathe. “Through ideology critique what strikes us as the normal order of life is 
revealed as a constructed reality that serves to protect the interests of the powerful” (Brookfield, 
2000, p. 130). It is clear from this study that whiteness is the dominant ideology, but that is not 
the prevailing view across the field. The assumptions that lead to white normativity remain 
hidden at the unconscious level. Therefore, a critique of that ideology can work to recognize and 
name those characteristics of white normativity such as the unwritten rules, power dynamics, 
pervasive racism, and the performative nature of DEI work to name a few elements uncovered in 
this study. Once uncovered through ideology critique, critical reflection can spark the motivation 
for transformational change.  
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Critical reflection in and of itself is not enough. Critical reflection involves objective 
reframing which “focuses on learners doing a critical analysis of the concepts, beliefs, feelings, 
or actions communicated to [an individual], or pausing to examine assumptions about the way 
problems of action have been framed” (Brookfield, 2000, p. 131) or what Argyris and Schön 
referred to as single loop learning (Argyris & Schon, 1996). The increased calls for DEI work in 
museums over the course of the last several years are a result of critical reflection involving 
objective reframing without the possibility of transformative learning as the focus has been on 
framing the problem which renders the DEI work as performative in nature. This is evident in the 
publications that have illuminated the problem of a lack of diversity in museums without an 
articulation of a viable solution. Museums have also tried programmatic approaches or surface 
level changes that do not fundamentally critique the power imbalance within museums or 
challenge prevailing assumptions. The misalignment between espoused values and values in 
actions creates a “paper culture” to use the words of Participant 6. Leadership that lacks skills 
and knowledge to effectively implement DEI initiatives creates unsupported initiatives within 
museum environments. Moreover, the critical theory concept of repressive tolerance “ensures the 
continuation of the system by allowing just enough challenge to the system to convince people 
that they live in a truly open society, while still maintaining the system’s structural integrity” 
(Brookfield, 2004, p. 425). POC museum professionals reported being told to slow down the 
pace of change or to stop it altogether when white leadership is pushed out of their comfort zone.  
 The results of my study illustrating the effects of the ideology of white normativity in 
museums and contributing factors is incongruent with the calls for more diversity within the 
museum workforce that have permeated the field over the last several decades. A focus on hiring 
frames the solution to the lack of diversity in the field as a problem related to the number of 
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qualified candidates or a lack of interest of POC to work in museums. It is the type of framing 
that is an example of single loop learning (Argyris & Schon, 1996) (Brookfield, 2000). The 
emphasis on simply hiring more POC museum professionals is not the answer. Once hired, my 
research shows that the burden that they carry is heavy. The norms within the museum field need 
to shift to eliminate the burden and resulting emotional toll to create more equitable and 
inclusive museum spaces that have a higher chance of retaining and attracting POC museum 
professionals. POC museum professionals find themselves in a Catch-22 where they are hopeful 
for change based on the espoused values; intrinsically motivated to go above and beyond to 
create change, including taking on extra work and contributing emotional labor; continue to 
show up as change agents, despite the emotional toll; yet continue to meet roadblocks and 
barriers when they push beyond the comfort zone of museum leadership. The museum field must 
go beyond critical reflection with objective reframing and shift to subjective reframing to embark 
on transformational learning.  
Critical Theory, Ideology Critique, Museums, and White Normativity 
 
“Subjective reframing is characterized as critical self-reflection on assumptions (CSRA), 
which emphasizes critical analysis of the assumptions that are the specific reasons for one's 
conceptual and psychological limitations and form the constitutive process or conditions of 
formation of one's experience and beliefs (Brookfield, 2000). In this way, critical theory, 
particularly ideology critique, becomes central to the process of transformative learning 
(Brookfield, 2000; Kreber, 2012). It is important to ensure that ideology critique remains rooted 
in critical theory, including a power analysis and identification of assumptions that operate to 
serve the interests of the dominant group, but have been adopted as the natural order (Brookfield, 
2000; Kreber, 2012). Critical reflection is key to this process.  
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Critical Theory is “focused on identifying, and then challenging and changing, the 
process by which a grossly iniquitous society uses the dominant ideology to convince people that 
this inequity is a normal state of affairs (Brookfield, 2004). Scholars of Critical Race Theory 
(CRT), a sub-field of Critical Theory, seek to challenge the racial ideology in the United States 
by deliberately challenging racist assumptions in our institutions to reflect our expressed 
attitudes and ideals about equity (Parker & Stovall, 2004; Powell, 2015). CRT asks us to 
“fundamentally break from previous conceptions and taken-for-granted assumptions about a 
racially neutral world” (Atwood & Lopez, 2014). Based on this research study, participants 
overwhelmingly recognize whiteness as the norm in museums, but also seek to challenge that 
racial ideology.  
It is clear from the study that POC museum professionals experience frequent covert 
racism. A central concept in this new, more covert form of racism is the ability for whites to truly 
believe they are not racist on a conscious level, but their actions continue to perpetuate systemic 
and individual racism (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2005; Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Delgado & Stefancic, 
2017; Sue, 2010). Analyzing this pattern of practice through a lens of CRT can help white 
museum professionals understand that racism is deeply embedded within the norms and best 
practices of the museum field. Elements within the ideology of museums across the field elevate 
whiteness and place it in a place of supremacy over other cultural norms. This has contributed to 
the systemic racism that emerged in this study.  
Furthermore, the museum field is segregated. White museum professionals tend to hold 
the power positions and POC museum professionals tend to lack positions of power and 
influence. This structure parallels the CRT concept of Hierarchy of Oppression, or those with the 
lightest skin tend to be at the top of the hierarchy. This often leads to situations where POC 
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museum professionals experience feelings of being oppressed within museums, which 
contributes to the emotional toll they experience. It also illustrates the concept of Whiteness as 
Property, where a person’s white skin has gained value as a commodity, and therefore has taken 
on a value that leads to leadership and power positions for white museum professionals, while 
POC museum professionals’ skin does not carry that value. White mediocrity was another theme 
that surfaced throughout the study that is an additional example of the whiteness as property 
concept.   
This study is in fact an exercise in CRT in and of itself. This study interviewed POC 
museum professionals in an opportunity to have them name their own reality. By sharing stories 
and perceptions of feeling exploitation and tokenism, racism, the emotional toll, and other 
feelings and experiences, participants in this study have been able to name their own reality. The 
patterns that have emerged from the body of data shows evidence of the reality of POC museum 
professionals from across the field. In this way, this study has also provided a counterstorytelling 
narrative that dispels beliefs around the progress and impact that DEI work has had in the field. 
While some progress has been made, the work still tends to be performative, and the cultural 
interactions filled with microaggressions and covert racism that leave POC museum 
professionals questioning intent and motives of colleagues.  
One last CRT theme emerged in the study as well. Interest convergence was evident in 
the responses that showed evidence that change was allowed, but only while it served the 
interests of those in power. This emerged in the exploitation theme, when leaders valued the 
input of POC museum professionals in certain situations when the Black voice or perspective 
was convenient but ignoring those same voices and perspective in normal patterns of practice. It 
also appeared in the theme of allowing just enough change to happen. When white leadership 
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became uncomfortable with the depth or pace of change, POC museum professionals were asked 
to slow down or stop the work. When the comfort level of leadership was high, meaning the risk 
of change was comfortable, leaders supported DEI work in their institutions.  
 Human Resource Development plays a large role within an organization’s DEI efforts. 
Using CSRA exposes assumptions and values, reveals the use of power and control, and 
challenge inequities in the workplace (Fenwick, 2004). The primary purpose of critical HRD is 
reform “of both workplace organizations and development practices directed towards individuals 
and groups” (Fenwick, 2004, p. 198). This includes naming mechanisms of cultural power, 
fostering resistance, and supporting collective action within organizations (Fenwick, 2004).   
 Through the talent management cycle, museums recruit and acquire talent, on-board, 
train, develop, and manage performance. One of the ways that POC museum professionals 
experience the ideology of white normativity in museums is exhaustion and fatigue, that in some 
cases causes them to leave their jobs. In addition, the low numbers of POC museum 
professionals may signal bias in the hiring process. The segregation within various career paths 
within museums show evidence that POC museum professionals are often tracked into positions 
that have less power and influence, therefore, less likely to advance to top leadership roles within 
the museum field. Using a Critical HRD lens, museums can examine the points within the cycle 
affected by racism. Whether covert racism that impacts hiring, promotion and interpersonal 
interactions between employees or the systemic racism as evidenced by segregated career paths 
and power imbalances, by identifying where racism exists within the cycle can help Human 
Resource professionals work to eliminate the impact of racism within their museum.  
 Utilizing CSRA to apply a Critical HRD lens to organizational policies and procedures 
can also help decenter white normativity in museums. Changing current policies that create pay 
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inequities or lack of advancement for POC museum professionals can promote equity within 
museums. Examining procedures and practices that constitute “the museum way” or “the way we 
have always done things” to better understand how they center white normativity illuminates key 
ways that white normativity is perpetuated as the default ideology in museums.   
 Onboarding employees is an opportunity to introduce new hires to the values of an 
organization. Based on this study, museums often have a misalignment between espoused values 
and values in actions. Critically examining underlying assumptions embedded into traditional 
onboarding processes can help to examine the misalignment of values and practice. For museums 
that state values like inclusion, equity, or anti-racism, defining what those values look like in 
practice helps to bring values in action into alignment with espoused values. Building concrete 
examples of behaviors and practices that embody stated values for equity, inclusion, or anti-
racism into the onboarding process helps newly hired employees understand expectations for 
their behaviors to contribute to the museum’s shift away from white normativity. Human 
Resources staff can revisit onboarding with current staff as well to rearticulate the values, and 
more importantly, the expected ways employees exhibit those actions through practice, with all 
employees in the organization. 
 Training and development, another HRD practice, is a helpful tool to build necessary 
skills and knowledge to shift away from white normative practices. Critical HRD can help 
analyze current training and development goals and to embed goals for challenging prevailing 
assumptions and decentering whiteness. According to this study, leaders lack the skills necessary 
to lead in the DEI space. This often leads to misalignment between espoused values and values 
in action, ignoring the expertise of POC museum professionals, and gaslighting as a response to 
employees that raise issues. In addition, museums are hierarchal spaces that consolidate access to 
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information and decision-making to the top of the organization. Traditional training programs in 
museums are built on assumptions that the skills that support technical work are more important 
skills to develop as compared to interpersonal skills.  Implementing a development-based 
learning program that develops interpersonal, cross-cultural skills and knowledge of museum 
staff, moving them from basic, surface-level understanding of DEI concepts to more advanced 
concepts like equity, anti-oppression, anti-racism, or Decolonization is a powerful way to 
address management practices as well as interpersonal interactions that lead to microaggressions 
and the practice of colorblind or covert racism.  
 Along with the training program, applying an ideology critique of performance 
management practices can shift to provide goals, incentives, rewards, and corrective actions to 
ensure that staff are progressing in their development. The burden that is placed on POC museum 
professionals working in spaces of white normativity could be lessened by shifting the norms 
away from whiteness. Professional development and skill building can provide the ability for 
white museum professionals to interact with their POC colleagues in ways that center 
intercultural competence, cultural humility, and respect. However, this requires a shift in 
behavior. Providing goals and holding staff accountable for their growth and development and 
contribute to shifting away from white normativity can ensure that this development work is 
happening.  
 While several participants in the study shared that they felt hesitant to recruit more POC 
museum professionals into their organization, the Critical HRD work in the areas of onboarding, 
training and development, and performance management can create an environment that 
challenges the ideology of white normativity to create an environment where all employees feel 
that they have the support and resources necessary to achieve success as a museum professional. 
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Shifting the environment increases the impact of hiring and acquiring POC museum 
professionals by increasing the likelihood that those staff members stay within the organization. 
Increased retention of staff ultimately results in more POC museum professionals throughout the 
field. Using ideology critique and CSRA through a Critical Human Resource Development lens 
to develop an equitable and anti-oppressive climate can help ensure increased diversity within 
the museum workforce.   
Viewing the findings of my study through a critical theory lens helps us to better 
understand the power structures within museums and surfaces taken-for-granted assumptions that 
form the basis for the ideology of white normativity. Leadership of museums tends to be 
predominantly white, therefore creating cultures and operating norms based on the cultural 
worldview of those in power. White normativity emerges as the dominant ideology. Critical self-
reflection on assumptions (CSRA) surfaces the underlying assumptions of an ideology of white 
normativity within museums. Naming the ideology and acknowledging the depth to which it has 
been codified within patterns of museum practice illuminates the underlying challenges to equity 
and inclusion work. If these norms exist, the current approaches to DEI work will not achieve 
transformational change. For transformational change to occur, shifts must happen because of 
CSRA. Surfacing the assumptions does not guarantee subjective reframing. Shifting the mental 
models of the power relationships, characteristics of the culture, and the subsequent application 
of new practices and behaviors based on shift in mental models are required for transformative 
learning to be an effective strategy to increase equity for POC museum professionals.  
Using Critical Self Reflection on Assumptions for System Institutional Change 
 
 Critical Self Reflection on Assumptions (CSRA) can be a powerful tool for 
transformative learning to take place for individuals. To drive systemic change, I am pairing the 
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CSRA practice with an organization design model to illuminate assumptions and spark 
subjective reframing in core areas of organizational behaviors. This model was introduced to me 
by Dr. David Jamieson in a class during April 2016. The model consists of 5 areas: Strategy, 
Structure, Systems, Culture, and Behaviors (Jamieson, 2016). Building on Dr. Jamieson’s model, 
I am adding an area for leadership, as well as considerations for accountability and resources. 
(See Figure 5.1). 
 
 
Introducing the practice of CSRA to create subjective reframing of the assumptions and habits of 
mind in these areas creates transformational change that breaks down the ideology of white 
normativity mitigates the emotional toll and burden for POC museum professionals highlighted 
by the results of this study.  
















A Model for Ideology Transformation
Accountability
Systemic Change through 
Organization Design principles based 
on new Mental Models Normalizes 
New Assumptions
Transformative Learning occurs in 
individuals through Ideology Critique and 
Critical Self-Reflection on Assumptions
Resources (financial and human) ensure 
the sufficient amount of support through 
the change process
Accountability provides motivation, 
rewards, consequences to ensure support 
for change work
Systemic Culture Shift
Culture shift, based on new assumptions 
void of whiteness take root to begin to 
form new ideology
Figure 5.1 Chris Taylor’s Model for Ideology Transformation 
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 Jamieson outlines that strategy is concerned with an organization’s core purpose. It also 
includes decisions about what a museum is going to do and what it is NOT going to do 
(Jamieson, 2016). Museums have experienced a recent awaking to the concept of justice as it is 
applied to museum work, to the point where many museums are incorporating social justice into 
their organizational strategy. The summer of 2020 saw the murder of George Floyd and 
subsequent civil unrest throughout the world. In the United States, museums across the country 
crafted statements to show solidarity with Black and other marginalized communities. These 
public statements were met with caution from POC museum professionals (MASS Action, 
2020). While museums often rush to show solidarity with social justice movements outside of 
their museum, injustice continues to exist within their own walls. “Organizational justice 
concerns employees’ perceptions of fairness in workplaces and has become a popular concept in 
understanding workplace attitudes and behavior” (Fujimoto & Hartel, 2013). The findings of this 
study should prove to contradict the dominant assumptions of fairness and equity within museum 
practice. Participants in this study shared evidence that shows a lack of perceived fairness with 
issues such as promotion, career pathways, and pay equity. The theme of white mediocrity, or 
the accrual of benefits by an individual based on the white color of their skin, emerged as an 
illustration of the lack of distributive justice within white normative museum spaces. Moreover, 
many of the participants felt that, as a POC museum professional, they needed to work harder 
than white colleagues to have any chance at achieving the same success. In addition, the power 
structures in museums are dominated by white museum professionals. POC museum 
professionals tend to stay segregated in career paths that tend to have less power and influence, 
such as education, visitor services, and security positions. This segregation creates inequities in 
interactive justice. In making decisions, those with power and influence in an organization “will 
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be viewed as having greater inputs and thus as more deserving of positive outcomes and less 
likely to deserve negative outcomes (Stone-Romero & Stone, 2005; Turner, 1982). In museums, 
those making decisions that impact the outcomes in the workplace tend to be white. This 
resulting imbalance of power seems to exacerbate the lack of distributive justice within museum 
spaces, therefore lead to perceptions of unfairness by the POC museum professionals in this 
study.   
 Furthermore, many of the participants in this study perceived in-groups and out-groups 
within their museum spaces (interactional justice). Typically, POC museum professionals were 
found in the out-groups. Narrators shared experiences of exclusion from meetings and out of 
work activities, and generally having less access to those in power in museums. Moreover, 
segregated career pathways and hierarchy in museums tended to be contributing factors to the 
perception of being in the out-group. Leaders who are part of the in-group will “accord better 
interpersonal treatment to in-group members than they will to out-group members” (Stone-
Romero & Stone, 2005, p. 453). Based on the evidence in this study, POC museum professionals 
perceive a lack of interactional justice.  
 The focus on social justice and lack of focus on organizational justice gives the 
appearance that white colleagues hold assumptions about the existence of equity and fairness 
within the internal workings of the museum field. A focus on organization strategy and ideology 
critique can help to reframe the disparate emphasis. CSRA as applied to the strategy area does 
not necessitate a move away from promoting social justice through external functions but should 
help museum leaders understand that without internal organizational justice, any external 
promotion of social justice will often seem empty gestures. The resulting change in behaviors 
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would see leaders focus on building organizational justice and fairness into the core strategy of 
their museums.  
CSRA and Leadership 
 
 The participants in this study highlighted several leadership issues that are embedded 
within the dominant assumptions of museums.  First and foremost is the lack of POC museum 
professionals in leadership positions within museums. Closely aligned with that is the 
segregation of POC museum professionals to positions that have traditionally had less influence 
in the hierarchy of museums, such as community engagement and education as compared to 
curatorial or administrative leadership positions. CSRA helps to interrogate the power 
differential as a result, but also question assumptions of leadership styles, characteristics, and 
perceptions of capability. Re-examining the socially constructed assumptions can motivate a 
subjective reframing that can break down the practices that have taken root because of these 
assumptions. More democratic leadership models can help to incorporate a range of voices 
across the organization, while a focus on developing new, more diverse leaders can begin to 
dispel assumptions related to museum leaders. Leadership defines so much in organizations. 
Whether shifting to mental models of more inclusive leadership styles, incorporating the 
principles of transformative leadership, or redefining the characteristics and qualities that 
encompass leadership, thereby shifting perceptions of POC museum professional’s capacity for 
leadership, CSRA of current, dominant leadership assumptions can be a catalyst for 
transformative change.  
CSRA and Systems 
Systems reference the ongoing work of an organization. Jamieson explains these as 
regular, repetitive, and organized process, procedures, and operational flows that provide 
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consistency and stability to an organization (Jamieson, 2016). Organizational systems help to 
create alignment between strategy and culture in an organization. Revisiting the early 
conversation about organizational justice, procedural justice is concerned with organizational 
systems. When dominant group assumptions are embedded into the ongoing processes and 
systems of an organization, they become normalized as the accepted practice. In this study, it 
become evident that the “museum way” or the adopted best practices in museums are built on an 
ideology of whiteness. In addition to pay inequities and lack of advancement within talent 
management processes, the way in which DEI work is performative in museums is an example of 
other systems that continue to support current assumptions. Whether the expectation that DEI 
work will be done by POC museum professionals without the requisite power and influence to 
realize desired changes or the phenomenon of white museum professionals that lack the skill and 
knowledge to do DEI work taking the lead on initiatives, the systems that museums use to 
approach DEI work are embedded within an ideology of white normativity. CSRA provides a 
framework for ideology critique of the systems or ongoing operating practices of museums, 
providing opportunities for transformative learning and reframing to occur.  
CSRA and Structure 
 
 Jamieson defines structure as the ways in which work, technology and people are put 
together. This includes tasks, roles, teams, and organizational structure (2016). Results from this 
study indicate that the current structure within the museum field also supports the ideology of 
white normativity. Participants shared perceptions of segregation within the professional career 
pathways, where POC museum professionals tended to be relegated to community engagement 
or education roles. The perception of these roles is that they carry less influence and prestige as 
other career pathways such as curatorial, collections, or administrative leadership positions. 
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Moreover, when positions tasked with DEI work exist, they tend to exist in isolation and lack the 
support and access necessary to create meaningful change. Often, DEI positions do not exist, and 
staff participate in DEI initiatives on a voluntary basis. The current structure is in direct 
contradiction to the espoused value that the field places on DEI work. Assumptions embedded in 
the ideology of white normativity reflect the fact that DEI work is nice, but not necessary, or that 
it is not a core function of museum work. CSRA, and subsequent subjective reframing of 
assumptions, would lead to an increased structure in place to successfully embed DEI initiatives 
into the core of museum work. Investment of resources in structure for DEI may mean a 
redirection of resources from other areas of museums, but if espoused values and values in action 
are to be in alignment, DEI must be treated as a core function of museum work, no less important 
than other traditional functions such as collections or exhibitions.  
CSRA and Behavior 
 
Jamieson defines behaviors as the day-to-day interactions between co-workers (2016). 
Throughout this study, racism within interpersonal interactions has been a strong theme. Every 
participant in this study has experienced repeated acts of racism consistently throughout their 
career. Primarily, these racist acts were covert acts that may have been unintentional. Often in 
the form of microaggressions, covert racism is a result of the social conditioning that individuals 
receive through the media and other outlets. The perpetrators of covert racism are often unaware 
of their impact, while the recipient of the behavior is left questioning the intent of the perpetrator 
and how best to respond. Ideology critique and subjective reframing of underlying assumptions 
that lead to racist behaviors within museums, especially interactions between POC museum 
professionals and white colleagues, can shift the burden of rooting out these types of behaviors 
from POC museum professionals to members of the dominant culture and power structure. The 
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act of self-reflection places the onus and expectations on the individual doing the reflection. The 
ability to understand how behaviors may have caused an insult or been offensive is powerful to 
reframing one’s actions to avoid such behaviors. This type of CSRA will ideally lead to white 
museum professionals seeking out opportunities to dialogue with POC colleagues to breakdown 
stereotypes and other residue of social conditioning and support the transformation of 
assumptions, habits of mind, and resulting behavior.  
Transformative Learning and Organizational Culture 
 
 The Ideology of whiteness is normalized in the ways of thinking, knowing, and doing and 
has become embedded within the institutional life of museums. These norms permeate more than 
just a particular museum and have become operationalized within museums through practice. As 
a result, the organizational cultures of museums across the country tend to be more exclusive 
cultures, rather than inclusive cultures. Culture is defined as the underlying assumptions about 
the nature of reality, including shared patterns of beliefs and a set of tacit understandings and 
meanings (Jamieson, 2016; Schein E. H., 2010; Schein E. H., 1999). Ideology critique of the 
shared values, patterns of beliefs, and tacit assumptions held across the museum field is a 
powerful catalyst for transformative learning and sustainable change. Although strategy, 
structure, systems, behaviors, and leadership impact culture, it is the overarching shared 
assumptions that make up the “museum way” that are grounded in the ideology of whiteness.  
Schein identifies three levels of organizational culture. “At the surface is the level of 
artifacts, which includes all the phenomena that you would see, hear and feel when you 
encounter a new group with an unfamiliar culture” (Schein, 2010, p. 23).  Organizational 
artifacts include the climate of the organization, observed behaviors, organizational processes, 
charters, and organizational charts (Schein, 2010). POC museum professionals in this study 
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outlined organizational climates where racism happens daily. Behaviors, like microaggressions, 
create a hostile environment for those that experience them and greatly contribute to the 
emotional toll that effect POC museum professionals. An examination of the organizational 
charts would show that white museum professionals typically occupy the leadership roles in 
museums, creating power imbalances between white museum professionals and POC museum 
professionals. Participants in the study also offered examples of how racism has been embedded 
into organizational processes. These include Human Resource processes that impact the talent 
management cycle, but also included museum practices such as collecting, exhibitions, and 
knowledge production.  
Espoused beliefs and values often reflect the views of a powerful individual within an 
organization but are solidified through social validation when certain beliefs and values are 
confirmed and shared by the larger group (Schein, 2010). Leadership teams within museums set 
the vision and values of the institution. These often include diversity, equity, and/or inclusion (or 
some version of these). According to this study, leaders often lack the skills necessary to 
successfully implement DEI initiatives. Espoused values and beliefs remain conscious and 
explicitly articulated and serve the function of guiding members in how to behave within the 
organization (Schein, 2010). Taking their cue from the espoused values, individuals advocate 
and work towards change in institutions. This can cause leaders to become uncomfortable and 
cause the individuals to slow down or stop the work. If the espoused beliefs and values accepted 
by the group “are not congruent with the beliefs and values that correlate with effective 
performance, we will observe…espoused values that reflect the desired behavior but are not 
reflected in the observed behavior” (Schein, 2010, p. 27). This misalignment results in feelings 
of oppression and gaslighting by POC museum professionals advocating for change. They 
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experience pushback to DEI work which can cause disillusionment with the institution. DEI 
becomes performative or “paper culture” as Participant 6 referred to the misalignment between 
espoused and lived values.  
At the level of tacit assumptions, white normativity masquerades as “the museum way” or 
“best practices”. Tacit assumptions are based on certain beliefs and values that have found such a 
high level of consensus within a group or organization that they have become taken for granted 
as the way things always get done (Schein, 2010). “In fact, if a basic assumption comes to be 
strongly held in a group, members will find behavior based on any other premise inconceivable” 
(Schein, 2010, p. 28). Basic assumptions become implicit guidelines that influence behavior and 
tell group members how to perceive, think about, and feel within an organization (Schein, 2010). 
It is at this level that the ideology of white normativity takes root. POC museum professionals 
must learn the unwritten rules that make up the tacit assumptions of museum cultures. Often, 
these tacit assumptions reflect the systemic racism that permeates society and many POC 
museum professionals bring some life experience with them into the profession.  
However, many of the participants in this study felt uncomfortable being authentic in the 
workplace. Culture can be a powerful tool at maintaining the status quo in an organization 
(Bierema, 2010). Participants in this study shared experiences of feeling the need to codeswitch 
to be received by white colleagues in a more favorable way. Imposter syndrome emerged as a 
theme in the context that POC museum professionals often felt like they did not fit within 
museum spaces or somehow felt they did not belong. There is a definite pressure to assimilate to 
white normativity in the museum space. Many of the narrators talked about their resistance to 
this pressure but acknowledged that the pressure existed. Constantly being in resistance mode is 
exhausting and contributes to the emotional toll POC professionals experience within museums.  
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Organizations that seek successful diversity and inclusion initiatives must take time to create 
an inclusive organizational culture (Offerman & Basford, 2014; Nishii & Rich, 2014). “By 
definition, inclusion involves the elimination of marginalization and exclusion. An organization 
is not inclusive if only the members of the select groups are fortunate enough to experience 
social belongingness and access to the organization’s resources” (Nishii & Rich, 2014, p. 331). 
According to this study, POC museum professionals still experience a great deal of 
marginalization. In-groups and out-groups inhibit them from feeling a high degree of social 
belongingness and the hierarchy of museum culture prevents access to the organization’s 
resources. CSRA on the tacit assumptions that continue to reproduce the existing system of white 
normativity is critical to shifting the environment in museums. 
The assumption that POC museum professionals will learn the unwritten rules and thereby 
learn how to assimilate into the norms of the ideology of white normativity to succeed within 
museums prevents white museum professionals from seeing the exclusivity present in the current 
environment. Ideology critique and subjective reframing would help white museum 
professionals, particularly those in leadership positions, understand that the status quo is not 
sufficient to realize the desired increase in workforce diversity. To successfully diversify the 
workforce, shifting cultures predicated on white normativity to cultures that reframe prevailing 
assumptions to eliminate the marginalization of POC museum professionals and incorporate 
inclusion and equity and foundational principles that guide practice is critical to decrease the 
emotional toll experienced by POC museum professionals.  
A Note on Accountability and Resources 
 
 I would be remiss if I did not add considerations for accountability and resources to my 
theory. In my experience as a museum professional, there are ideological assumptions that 
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undergird the application of these concepts as well. As mentioned earlier, there is a lack of 
perception of DEI work at core to museum work. The adage of what gets measured gets done 
applies here. There is little to no work done to gather data, set metrics and goals, and to hold 
individuals and organizations accountable for success or failure in these areas. This study 
revealed the perception of many participants that the current state of DEI work is more 
performative that substantive. The power imbalance within museums and the perception of white 
colleagues, particularly those in leadership, that DEI work in its current state is sufficient is an 
assumption that often renders the espoused commitment to the work meaningless. Developing 
metrics, individual and organizational goals, and other similar systems of accountability could 
help to ensure progress. Ideology critique and reframing of the assumption that an initiative is 
enough without the requisite accountability could be a step forward for museums.  
 Similarly, the assumption that DEI work can be successful within current budget and 
resource allotments hinders progress. Often DEI work is led by volunteer committees or exists as 
unfunded mandates. Without the resources, human and financial, the opportunity for real success 
is severely limited. Ideology critique and transformative change require significant support to 
achieve sustainable results. A critique of the assumption that DEI work is resourced at a 
sufficient level throughout museums and a subsequent reframing of that assumption that results 
in significant investment of resources to realize change is necessary for museums to achieve the 
type of transformative change outlined in the espoused goals for DEI work.  
Summary  
 
 This study revealed a clear disconnect between the desired state of the museum field and 
the current experience of POC museum professionals. Professional museum standards 
associations, as well as museums across the country, have placed high importance on increasing 
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diversity within all levels of museum professional ranks. Despite the increased emphasis, 
museums have not made significant progress toward their goal. The perception of the POC 
museum professionals in this study revealed underlying assumptions that undergird strategy, 
structure, systems, behaviors, leadership, and ultimately the shared culture of the field equate to 
an ideology of white normativity that shapes the experience of POC museum professionals.  
Participants shared many aspects of this ideology through their interviews. What became 
evident to me throughout the study is a critique of the assumptions embedded in the ideology of 
white normativity and a fundamental shift in mental models is necessary to create a collective 
museum ethos and practice that promotes increased workforce diversity, rectifies power 
imbalances, and reframes the tacit assumptions at work in museums. Ideology critique and 
Critical Self-Reflection of Assumptions illuminates white normativity in museums. With 
intention, the surfacing of assumptions can lead to subjective reframing of habits of mind and 
transformative learning that can shift museums away from the ideology of white normativity and 
introduce new assumptions grounded in inclusion and equity.  
Developing the CSRA practice is effective, but when paired with models to facilitate 
sustained change, such as an organization design model, the transformative learning becomes 
targeted to facilitate change in the field through changing individuals and museums. In my 
experience, the desire for increased inclusion and equity, eventually resulting in increased 
diversity is widespread. I believe the lack of subjective reframing is the issue. Museums need to 
move critical reflection beyond objective reframing to shift mental models. There is an appetite 
for change. As individuals within museums develop a CSRA practice, their work will begin to 
shift norms and best practices. As a critical mass of individuals within museums critique 
ideology through CSRA practice, new norms, new assumptions and new “best practices” will 
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emerge as the “museum way,” resulting in the necessary transformative change for museums to 
align espoused values with behaviors that drive new values in action.  
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Appendix A  
Email Invitation for Prospective Study Participants 
Study participant,  
 
My name is Chris Taylor. I am a student in the Organization Development doctoral 
program at the University of St. Thomas. I have initiated the dissertation research project 
required for the completion of my program. I am studying the how museum professionals of 
color experience the organizational culture of museums  
 
As the museum field continues to work towards more diversity, equity, and inclusion in 
the workforce, I am hoping to use this study to better understand the lived experience of this 
group. As a person of color that spent 15 years within the museum field, I have had numerous 
conversations about the shared values, beliefs, and practices that are collectively acknowledged 
as the “way museums work.” This experience is the catalyst for this study. I want to conduct a 
formal research study, utilizing the qualitative research methodology of grounded theory, to 
construct a theory that identifies themes across the collective experience of research participants.  
 
If you are interested in learning more and potentially participating in this research project, 
I am available to set up a time with you to share more about the project and answer any questions 
you may have. If you are still interested, we can set up a time to conduct an interview, that will 
last approximately one hour. I want to emphasize to you that this is a completely voluntary study 
and anonymity is incredibly important to me. I will take precautions to make sure that the 
information you share will not be linked to you unless you indicate otherwise.  
 
“Museums must better understand their organizational culture and the impact that it has 
on museum professionals of color. The purpose of this study is to better understand how museum 
professionals of color experience the organizational culture of museums. Deepening the 
understanding of this impact, a better understanding of solutions to increase levels of inclusion 
within organizational cultures, allowing for more authenticity in the workplace for employees of 
color can help organizations fully realize the moral, social and economic benefits of a more 
diverse workforce.”  
 
Thank you very much for your consideration and I look forward to discussing the project 
with you further.  
 
Feel free to reply to my email at cjt1407@gmail.com to ensure the timeliest response and 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form 
 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
For participation in the Qualitative Research Study Titled: 
The Lived Experience of Museum Professionals of Color 
 
PURPOSE OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY: The purpose of this study is development of a 
general theory of the lived experience of museum professionals of color within the 
organizational cultures of museums based on the views of self-identified museum professionals 
of color. The project will include an examination of the lived experience from those who have 
worked in museums and have experienced the cultural norms of that organization. The design is 
to explore the experiences of the participants and identify themes within those experiences to 
better understand and add existing knowledge of that experience to museums as many continue 
to seek increased levels of diversity.  
 
This field is in the midst of recognizing that there have been persistently low levels of diversity 
within professional positions in museums and has seen the development of several initiatives, 
including a Diversity, Equity, Accessibility, and Inclusion initiative from the American Alliance 
of Museums, a professional standards organization for the museum field.  
 
WHAT WILL BE DONE/PROCEDURES: One-on-one, intensive interviews will be conducted 
via a virtual platform that offers security features. Each interview will be approximately 60 
minutes in duration. There will be no compensation provided to study participants.  
 
POSSIBLE BENEFITS: The benefits of this study include a deeper understanding of the 
experience of museum professionals of color within the organizational cultures of museums. 
This will be the first study of its kind within museums and begin to build knowledges of the 
positive and negative ways that museum cultures impact people of color. This information can 
complement research on audience engagement directed at communities of color, ongoing 
diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives at museums, as well as publications on diversity within 
the museum field  
 
POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS: There are not identified risks or discomforts 
anticipated with this study.   
 
CONFIDENTIALITY OF RECORDS: Any information learned from this study in which I might 
be identified will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with my permission, to the 
extent allowed by law. All records (interview notes and interview transcription reports) will be 
stored in a locked file drawer. Only the principal investigator and student researcher will have 
access to these records. The digital files will be deleted upon transcription. If information learned 
from this study is published, I will not be identified by name and all practical efforts to remove 
identification by association with role, position, or organization will be taken. By signing this 
form, however, I allow the research study investigator to make my records available to the 
University of St. Thomas Graduate School of Education Institutional Review Board Office and 
regulatory agencies as required by law.  
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OFFER TO ANSWER QUESTIONS AND RESEARCH INJURY NOTIFICATION: The 
principal investigator, Dr. David Jamieson (?) or a colleague Mr. Chris Taylor, responsible for 
this research study, has offered to and has answered any and all questions regarding my 
participation in this research study. If I have any further questions or in the event of a research 
related injury, I can contact Chris Taylor at 612-749-1642.  
 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION WITH RIGHT OF REFUSAL: I have been informed that my 
participation in this study is completely voluntary. I am free to withdraw my consent for 
participation in the study at any time.  
 
IRB REVIEW AND IMPARTIAL THIRD PARTY: This study has been reviewed and approved 
by the University of St. Thomas Graduate School of Education Institutional Review Board. A 
representative of that Board, from the IRB Office, is available to discuss the review process or 
my rights as a research subject. The telephone number of the IRB Office is (651) 962-6035. 
 
SIGNATURE FOR CONSENT: The above-named investigator has answered my questions and I 
agree to be a research subject in this study.  
 
Participant’s Name: __________________________________________ Date:______________ 
 
Participant’s Signature: _______________________________________ Date:______________ 
 




















THE BURDEN WE CARRY 
 
 176 
Appendix C: Interview Questions 
 
• Tell me about your museum career?  
o Explain how you got into museum work?  
o Why types of museums have you worked for?  
• Tell me about the demographics of the staff at the museums you where you have worked. 
• What type of diversity, equity or inclusion initiatives exist at your museum? 
o How were they initiated? 
o How is success being measured?  
o Describe any of the changes that have resulted from these initiatives.  
• How well do you feel that the stated diversity, equity, and inclusion goals of museums 
are aligned with the museum’s actual actions and activities?  
• How would you describe the broadly accepted beliefs and practices that guide the 
museum field?  
o What racial culture would you ascribe these beliefs and practices to? Why? 
o What experiences have you had with these beliefs and practices?  
o How did you learn the accepted practices and behaviors that can help you to fit 
into the museum field?  
o How well does the accepted practices and beliefs align with diversity, equity and 
inclusion initiatives you are aware of across the museum field?  
• Can you describe how the accepted beliefs and practices of museum makes you feel?  
o Included or excluded?  
• How do you feel after you interact with colleagues at your museum? 
o Team members? 
o Leadership? 
o Peers? 
o Other people of color?  
o What factors contribute to how you feel after these interactions?  
• Can you describe the level to which you feel you can express your authentic self at work?  
o How do you feel it is received by colleagues?  
o How do you feel it is received by leadership?  
o When you don’t feel you can be authentic at work, how does that impact you? 
• What policies and/or procedures at your museum make you feel more included?  
o What policies or procedures leave you feeling less included?  
• Can you describe a situation where you felt like you needed to assimilate to beliefs or 
practices that you were not comfortable with?   
• Can you describe any interactions with a colleague or colleagues where you feel like 
cultural differences played a key role?  
o Why do you feel that cultural differences played a role?  
o How did it make you feel? 
• If you had to place the staff at your museum in a hierarchy of importance based on the 
way people are treated, what would that hierarchy look like?  
o What characteristics play a role in determining importance?  
o What processes, procedures, norms or behaviors play a role in determining the 
hierarchy?  
o Where do you fall in the hierarchy and how does that make you feel?  
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• Can you describe procedures in your museum that you perceive as unfair?  
o How does this make you feel? 
o Have you had a chance to voice your opinion? 
o How was your opinion received?  
• What beliefs or practices would you want museums to adopt to shift to more inclusive 
norms?  
 
